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I INTRODUCTION 

I.l The Object of Study 
"--·· ----.. --......_~. 

is a dance drama form popular 
1 

' i 
in the 

Malenad region in Karnataka. It has not been possible 

to trace its origin and history with accuracy, although 

authentic records of its existence for atleast 
2 

five 

hundred years have been established. 

some similarities with other traditional theatre fC.-*ms 
til 

of South India. M.Prabhakara Joshi, an astute Yak~ag~na 

critic, argues that all these different forms must have 

evolved from one proto form. "The traditional theatre 

forms of South India like Terekuthu of Tamil Nadu, Vithi 

N~taka of Andhra, Kathaka!i of Kerala and Mu~alap~y~ 

Paquvalapaya [Yak~ag~na] have many similarities and it 

1s clear that they have all branched out from the same 
3 

source". 

Though Yak~ag~na evolved as a folk form, it would 

be more accurate to describe its present form as folk-

classical. Certain of its aspects like music, da~ce and 

costume have a highly developed and codified structure 

that have evolved over centuries though they do not base 
I 

themselves on any (written) authoritative texts (Sastra 

1 



Grantha). At the same time, its folk or1g1n can be seen 

in certain other aspects as well as in the similarity 

between Yak~agana and some forms of spirit 

prevalent 1n the rural areas of South Kanara district 

even today. Like most theatre forms the world ov~r, 

Yak~aq~na's or1q1n was also in reliqious worship. Tl'~;e 
.';>. 

religious links are strong even today. Most troupes are 

organised in the names of temples. Only recently are 

troupes being organised on a commercial basis. 

To understand the cultural life of a people, it 1s 

necessary to relate it to the socio geographic situa-

tion. The following quotation gives an idea of the 

geographical situation of the coastal regions of Karna-

taka, where Yak~agana 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 monsbon rains; then sunshine follow~d 

by pleasant winter; then comes the scorching summer. 

The life of the people here is shaped by the features of 

the landmass that is known as the creation of Para~ura-
4 

rna." Yak~agana 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 is agriculture. These villagers form the large~t 
i 

2 -



base of Yak9agana even today. The troupes move from 

village to village giving one performance in each place 

either 1n open space or in temporarily erected tent~. 

Each troupe has about thirty-forty members. 

A large part of the audience is not merely rural 

but also illiterate (in the formal sense of the term). 
' 

The same can be said of the performers too.__ But__ thEd,r _ 

' 
knowledge of the form and of the mythological worid 

depicted in the performance is very deep indeed. The 

themes of Yak~agana performance are from the ancient 

Indian epics and Pur~nas. The universe presented ln 

Yak~ag~na discourse is aptly described by Martha B. 

Ashton and Bruce Christie : 

The plays are set in era when Lords ~iva and 
Vi9Qu 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 Garu9a flew the skies bearing 
Lord K~~~a 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 Ravaqa and the kidnaped Sita to 
his island kingdom. There are the heroes, 
Arjuna, Bhima, Bhi9ma and Karrya; the villains 
Duryodhana, Rukma; the hideous but mighty 
demon Rav ana; the scheming demoness Surp·a­
nakhi; the.beautious and delicate Draupadi 
and sita and the mischievous and playful 

5 
gandharvas. 

Over the years many regional variations developed 

1n Yak9agana, so that today we have three different 

styles within Yak9agana. The normal practice is to 

3 



' divide it into two styles - Tenku (Southern) and Ba~~gu 

(Northern). Within the ·northern style, we have another 

subcategory (Nort~ Kanara) which is distinct from tGhe 
t~ 

other two in acting, singing and the use of mudr~s ~nd 

gestures. So it would be more appropriate to say that 

there are three styles prevalent today. These styl-es 

differ from one another in costume, dance and the use of 

the percussion instruments. At the same time, their 

similarities are also quite distinct. They all, for 

example, use the same written scripts (Prasangas). 

These different styles are located in different geo-

graphical areas. In the southern part of South Kanara 

district we have the southern style and 1n the northern 

part of the same district we have the northern style. 

Further north, 1n North Kanara district, we find the far 

' 
Norhtern variety (See map). The differences between the 

first two styles are more marked than between the two 

northern styles. 

Apart from these geographical differences, we have 

to make one more classification 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 show 

being sponsored by some patron, as an offering to the 

gods. The religious context and motive were foremost 

4 
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f~r the artists as w~:: ac the spectators. Later some 

troupes began to be organised along commercial lines, 

the shows being performed in temporarily erected tents 

and admission fee charged. Both types of troupes func-

tion today. If the religious context is still maih-
t; 

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

cial compulsions gain prominence in the latter. 

~ 

I.l.b The present study is an attempt at studying the 

distinctive mode of semiosis of Yak~agana. Just as the 

discourse in literature is contained in the written 

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 is a one time event; this 

condjtion may be to some extent overcome in case of 

repeat performances, though not entirely. As this study 

mainly concerns with Yak9agana as a theatrical medium, I 

have taken the performance texts as my primary material. 

References to the written texts of Yak~agana which are 

called prasangas, are made only as part of this perform-

ance text. The purpose of this study is to analyse the 

process of signification - the sign logic that operates 

Thus it is mainly a synchronic study of 

6 



the system. So, highly debated questions like the 

origin or evolution of Yak~agana, have not been tackled 

here. The focus of the study is mainly on the syste~ 

underlying or the rationale behind the substance. 

Diachronic details are taken up only when th~y help 1n 

understanding the synchronicity. 

Of the three styles of Yak~agana 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 otherwii~ 

specified, belong to this particular style. In addi~ 

tion, the structural details mentioned here, are of 

commercially organised troupes. This choice has been 

made for two reasons: 

1) this development along commercial lines of the form 

that evolved essentially 1n a religious context, h~s 

opened up interesting vistas for study. 

2) I do not necessarily share the opinion of some that 

commercialisation itself has led to the destruction of 

the artistic qualities of the medium. At least some of 

these troupes have not merely maintained the tradition 

but have also succeeded in popularising Yak~agana 1n 

towns and cities where they were rarely witnessed earli-

er. 

7 



1n its process of signification, uti-

lises different media like dance, music, costume, writ-

ten text, improvised dialogue et cetera. Many of 

are independent artistic forms in themselves. 

makes use of all these multimedia and a study of their 

functions in the semiosis of Yak~aq~na, will need 

exhaustive analysis. But this analysis being a repre-

sentational one, I have concentrated only on certain 

aspects. _Other aspects are touched upon only to the 

extent necessary for understanding the functioning of 

the form as a whole. For example·, I have not dealt 

\-Vi t h the thematic aspects (except in Chapter IV) . The 

study of music or dance lS also incomplete. So, this 

study lS 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 Chapters 

II and III. Chapter II will deal with the structure of 

a Yak~agana performance. Each 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 a~d 

their hierarchical configuration at the syntagmatic and 

8 



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 

(§~~ula~T~~fion), an attempt has been made to relate the 

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 

Chapter III deals with histrionic representation -

the role of the actor. Jiri Veltrusky, the theatre 

semiotician says, "The stage figure created by the actor 
7 

endows all signs with unity". The question of the 

actor as a sign is tackled first and then the analysis 

concentrates on the specific features of Yak?agana 

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 aspects of histrionic representation 

in Yak~agana, like dance, improvised dialogues, gestures 

and mudr~s and their significatory processes are also 

studied. 

dramaturgy 

costume, 

I 
The Natya Sastra, the authoritative work on 

from ancient India, includes aspects like 

make-up and stage props in abhinaya and calls 
8 

it aharya. This study has also followed the same 

9 



approach and so costume and make-up are studied as part 

of abhinaya 1n this chapter. Costume and make-up con­

stitute one of the most attractive features of Yak~ag~­

na. They are highly codified and 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 1n the earlier chapters, are studied in unison 

here as they function in the performance text. The 

observations made in 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. Th~ 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. 

I.2 The Method of Study 

Semiotics is a sc1ence that studies the sign 

systems. As an independent discipline, its development 

took place mainly in the second half of twentieth cen-

10 



tury. Its forefathers were the Swiss linguist Ferdenand 

de Saussure and the American philosopher Charles_Sand_e_r__s __ _ 

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 semiotics 

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 1n Roland Barthes "The World of Wrestling" 
9 

(1952). Unfortunately this beginning was never fol-

lowed up 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 in 

v1ew 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 sociologic.:ll 

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 

"Pc-:cently, in the wnkc 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
ll 

tion". This study has also adopted a similar approach 

with regard to Yak~agana. The question of semiosis has 

been studied with constant references to the cultural 

context. 

Semiotics draws its conceptual framework as well 

as the tools of analysis from linguistics, which are 

applied to the study of non linguistic s1gns. The 

assumption 

Culler: 

behind this is explained by Jonathan 

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 is meaning gener-

ated and how is it communicated. Any semiotic study 

wi 11 have to con cent ra-te on these two quest ions 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 1n 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 I· 

have an immediate impact on the communicative process<. 

itself. 

So, these are the quest ions one has to tackle in l 

the semiotic study of a theatrical medium like Yak~aga-

na. Some of the semiotic concepts used 1n tackling 



these questions are explained below. 

I.2.a Sign - Signifier - Signified 

Signs are particular forms that mediate between 

the substance of thought and the physical expression. 

Saussure uses the term signifier (signifiant) for the 

physical manifestation and the term signifed (signifie) 

for the conceptual aspect of the ?ign. The sign is a 

union of the signifier and the signified. The sign is 

thus a two faced entity linking the slgnifier and ~he 

signified and Saussure insists that the relation ais 

strictly dyadic. In conventional signs the relation 

between the two is arbitrary and hence one cannot ex-

plain individual signs but must study them as part of a 

structure. In studying the structure, one must look for 

oppositions between signs which point to the paradigmat-

ic relations and combinations of signs to form larger 

units which point to the syntagmatic relations. 

In theatre-semiotics, the Prague school semioti-

cians thought of the entire performance text as a macro 

s1gn, "whose signified is the 'aesthetic object' resid-
13 

ing 1n the collective consciousness of the public". 

Later semioticians realised that the 'macro-sign' has to 

be broken up into smaller signifying units for any re~l 

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

14 



macro sign but as a network of signifying units. 

I.2.b Icon, index and Symbol 

If Saussure insists on a dyadic relationship 

bet\.veen signifier and signified, Peirce thinks of them 

as a triadic relationship. In his analysis of signs, he 

distinguishes ten trichotomies whereby signs can bf~ 
If 

classified. Of these, this study has made use of the 

trichotomy from the point of view of the object: icon·, 

index and symbol. The distinction between these sign0 
·~ 

may be briefly stated as follows: 

(1) If 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. Secondness) 

that holds between the sign and object, 

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 iri 

some cases, the similarity is hard to maintain, but 

similitude in any form is enough for the sign to become 

•· 
iconic. In theatre, representation is largely iconic in 

nature. Jan Kott, who was among the first to apply the 

Peircian model to the _theat_rel commenting_ on _the role of 

the actor says, "In the theatre, the basic icon 1s the 
15 

body and voice of the actor". But the question of the 

iconicity of the actor becomes more complex, when, (as 

in Yak~aq~na for example), we have the actor playing the 

role of a demon or when female roles are played by men. 

Thus icons can never be pure and even similitude is many 

a time culturally conditioned. 

Index on the other hand represents by a rea'l 

physi~al connection. Stockings denoting legs, smoke 

denoting fire can be cited as examples of indexical 

s1gns. Peirce includes the pointing finger also in the 

category of indexical signs. Pointing or drawing atten-

tion to particular signifying aspects, is a technique 

frequently resorted to, in theatre. Keir Elam points to 

the important role of indexical signs in theatre. "The 

category of index is so broad that every aspect of 

16 



performance can 
16 

be considered in some sense 

indexical". Kinesics - the study of body motion as a 

communicative m~dium and Proxemics - the study of spa-

tial distance as signs, can also be included 1n this 

category. 

In a symbol, the relation between the object and 

the sign is conventional and arbitrary. (For Saussure, 

symbol represents natural iconic signs.) Man maC!:e 

codes, algebraic systems are examples of symbols. The 

most famous example of a symbol is of course language 

(spoken and written). In certairi forms of theatr~, 

symbol rather th~n index or icon becomes the primary 

mode of signification. Yak~ag~na belongs to that cate-

gory. The use of mudras is one instance of the use of 

symbols. 

These three categories of signs never exist in a 

pure form. In any given instance, each sign has more 

than one quality and the question is only one of predom-

1nence. So., one has to guard against any absolutist 

application of these categories. 

I.2.c Jacobson'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 1n any linguistic communication. The 

SlX elements that Jacobson mentions in his theory, and 

their relative positions are presented by him in the 
17 

form of the following diagram. 

Code 

Medium I Medium 
Sender Message 

I 
Receiver 

Referent 

In any form of communication, a message is trans-

mitted from a sender to a receiver. Apart from these 

obviou:::i <l::>pects, con1munic.-1t:i.on involves other elements 

as well. This communication has to be through a medium: 

it has to be framed in a code. The message is about 
\, ~ 

something; the thing spoken about is the referent. Each 

message 1s framed in a code and a knowledge of the 

particular code is a prerequistic for effective communi-

cation. But still the message is not to be confused 

with the meaning of the communication. "The message· is 

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

event, which gives the verbal formula of the message its 
18 

life and colour". 

Related to these six elements, Jacobson also 

identifies six functions of communication. 

l) The referential function 

This function "is the basis of all communication; it 

18 



defines the relation between the message and the object 

to which it refers. The fundamental problem 1s to 

formulate true, i.e. objective, observable and verifia-
19 

ble information concerning the referent". This func-

tion 1s predominent in the language used 1n vari0us 
'· 

sciences where any confusion between the sign and the 

encoded message is reduced to the minimum. 

2) The emotive function 

This "defines the relation between the message and the 
20 

emitter". If the referential function express ideas 

and observations regarding the referent, the emotive 

function expresses the sender's attitudes or feelings 

regarding the referent. In 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 theatri~al 

communication goes, because in theatre everything has a 

communicative purpose. (Even non purpose actions 

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 r.elation between the message 
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and the receiver, the aim of all communication 'being to 
21 

elicit a reaction from the latter". This function 

demands a reaction from the receiver which may be refer­
~ 

ential or emotive (referring back to the opposition 

between the two mentioned earlier). Military commar1-ds 

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 

the message and itself. This 1s the aestheti:-1-c ,, 

function par excellence; in the arts the referent is the 

message which thus ceases to be instrument of communica-
22 

tion and becomes its object". 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 in 

other forms of communication. As Jacobson says, "Poetic 

function is not the sole function of verbal art but only 

its dominent determining function, whereas in all other 

verbal activities it acts as a subsidiary accessory 

constituent. This function, by promoting the palpctbili-

ty of signs, deepens the fundamental dichotomy of signs 
23 

and objects". 
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The phatic function 

"affirms, maintains or halts The 

accentuation of the contact the phatic function . r:::an 

give rise to a profuse ritual exchange, even to whole 

dialogues whose sole is to prolong the 
24 

conversation". This function is utilised to draw ,j-he 

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 1s a fine 

examnl~ of this. Such ritualistic exchanges play an 

important role in many social occasions. Communication 

itself becomes the referent of the message here. 

6) The metalinguistic function 

This function "defines the meaning of any signs 

may not be understood by the receiver ... and here 
25 

referent of the message is the code itself". 

which 

the 

.The 

metalinguistic sign frames the message often referring 

back to the code from which the message derives .its 

mean1ng. 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. 

DlSS' 
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Jacobson's communication theory deals basical_~Y 

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 lin-

guistic modes of communication. 

I.2.d Denotatien - cennotatien 

The word denotation has been used in so many 

different senses that Umberto Eco quoting Geach says 

that the term, "denotation 'should be withdrawn from 

philosophical currency' 
26 

tale of confusion'". 

since it has produced a 'sad 

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 peripheral 

meanLngs or content 1lni.ts that a given code or subcode 

assign to the denotative one. Thus the word dog denotes 

can1ne (or other zoological properties) 

according to given cultural conventions, 

and connotes 
27 

'fidelity'". 

Connotative meanings are often more powerful th''an 

the denotative ones, and they are dependent on 

the world knowledge of a cultural group. Bogaty-

rev, the Russian formalist, who was among the ear~i-
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est to apply the principles of semiotics to theai~e 

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 s1gns characterising the cos-

tume or the house in the play. Infact each is a sign -of 
28 

a s1gn and not the sign of a material thing". In 

theatre, this sign-signifier chain leads to multiple 

layers of meanings. Thus the theatre is able to gener-

ate an infinite range of signifieds by employing a 

limited repertory of signifiers. 

Connotation is not unique 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 in 

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 

mode of representation that differentiates it f:rom 

literature or painting and that is ostension. Urnberto 

Eco says, "Ostension has been studied by medieval logi-

cians, by Wittgenstein, by contemporary theorists of 
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theatre ... OstenE?ion is one of the various ways of 

signifying consisting in de-realising a given object in 

order to make it stand for an entire class. 

sion lS at the same time, the most basic 
29 

performance". 

ror example, if a teacher, 1n order 

But osten-

instance of 

to explain 

what a pr1sm 1s, holds a prism in hand and tells her 

students, 'This is a prism,' she is ostending it. 

prism in the hand then stands for the entire class ,of 

which it is a mem~er. Thus the particular prism becomes 
I 
I 
I 

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

ostended making /them stand for the entire class. In 

addition, the en~ire theatrical performance is itself a 

case of ostension and thus all signs on stage become 

derealised. 

I.2.f Rasa theoty 

In the comments on methodology so far, different 

:1pproncilr:s to t:,he qucsl. ions of si.gnification and r::ommu-

nication, that is how meanings are generated and ex-

changed, have been discussed. Now, two other questions 

have to be asked. 1) In theatrical presentation, what 

exactly lS it that is communicated? 2) What ·.is 

effect or impact of the communicated 'message' on the 

spectators? : The problem in answering these questions 

lSr a s ,"Jon a than C u 11 e r says , ' t h e d i f f i c u 1 t y o f saying 
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i 
I 

precisely what;is communicated is here accompanied by 

I 

the fact that; signification is indubitably taking 
30 

place". In t~rms of practical utility, the 'value' of 

the message communicated is minimal because it does not 

relate to the immediate needs of the spectator. 
I 

I 

he goes to th~ theatre aga1n and again because he 
I 
I 

Still, 
n 
" •. 

con-

siders the e~perience worthwhile. How to account for 
I 
I 

the aesthetic !experience derived from a work of art - in 
I . 

I 

I 

the case of oor study here, a theatrical performance. 
I 
I 

The que~tion of aesthetic experience has been the 
I 
I 
I 

great enigma 1that aestheticians, both Eastern and West-
' I 

ern, have tried to tackle from different philosophical, 

theoretical stand points. In this study, an attempt has 
I 

been made to integrate the Rasa theory of Indian aes-

thetics to the semiotic approach already mentioned. 

This attempt may appear strange but it is not so. It is 

now genera~ly accepted that the semiotic concerns were 

pervasive .'in many Indian systems of thought. As R.N. 

Srivastava and K. Kapoor say, "Although semiotics as an 

independenf discipline came to be identified with C.S. 

Peirce (1839-1914) and Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) 

and as an organised academic undertaking became visible 

only in the second half of the twentieth century, as a 

theoretical speculation, its origin may be traced in 

ancient India to a number of thinkers belonging to 

25 



31 
different schoo~s of thought". 

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

1. 

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

cepts but with a different terminology. In addition, 
I 

traditional ~ndian theatre forms have all been in flu-
I 

enced by ThejN~tya S~stra, at some stage or other in --, 
' 

the process o~ their evolution. The influence has been 
I 

I· 

I 

both deep ano pervasive. 
' 

For example, 1n Yak~ag~na, th~ 

manifestation of this influence can be seen in the 

structural ~spects of a performance text. 

to acting n classical Indian theatre is also moulded 

largely by,' Rasa theory. 
I 

So an understanding of the 

functionin9 of Yak~ag~na, becomes impossible without 

reference to Rasa theory. 

I 

The Na~ya Sastra defines Rasa thus, "out of the 

union of: 
I 
I 
I 

the Determinants (vibhava), the Consequentl 

[.;1nubhavaJ 
t 

[Vyabhica,ri], 

and the Transitory l\1ental 

The birth of Rasa takes place". 

States 
32 

This 

famous aphorism has been interpreted in various ways by 

the later commentators. Bharata himself explains the 

statement on Rasa by using the analogy of the taste one 

gets from food made of different ingredients." It lS 

said that just as well disposed persons, while eating 

food ~ooked with many kinds of spice enjoy its tastes, 

and attain pleasure and satisfaction, so the cultured 
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pe6ple taste the Durable psychological states [sthayi 

bhava] while they see them represented by an expression 

of the various psychological states with words, gestures 
33 

and sattva and derive pleasure and satisfaction". 

Bharata distinguishes between four types of bhava 

or mental states : vibhava (Determinents), anubha~a 

(Consequents), Sancari or Vyabic-ari bhava (Transitory 

mentnl states), sthayi bhav.':l._(Fundamental mental states). 

These concepts are central to the theory of Rasa. 

Bharata further classifies these and explains how they 

lead to the enioyment 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 opi~-

ions by Raniero Gnoli : 

I 

According to the Natya Sastra, eight funda-
mental feelings, 1nst1ncts, emotions or 
mental states called bh§va or sth~yi bha~a 
can be distinguished in the human soul 
Delight (rat i), Laughter ( hasa), Sorrow 
(soka), Anqer (Krodha), Heroism (utsaha), 
Fear (bhaya), Disgust (jigupasa) and Wonder 
(vismaya). These eight states are inborn in 
~an's heart. They permanently exist in the 
mind of every man in the form of latent 
impression (vasana) derived from actual 
experiences in the present life or from 
inherited instincts, and, as such, they are 
ready to emerge into his consciousness on any 
occasion ... These eight bh~vas indeed do not 
appear in a pure form. The various modula­
tions of our mental states are extremely 
complex, and each of the fundamental states 
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appears ln 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 in real life 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 i.e.,the Erotic 
(.:h;Qgara), the Comic (hasya), the Pathetic 
(karuQa), the Furious (raudra), the Heroic 
(vira), the Terrible (bhayanaka), the Odious 
(bibhatsa) and the Marvelous (adbhuta). 
Later speculation generally admits a ninth 
permanent feeling Serenity (~~rna), 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 
os the permanent mental states take another 
name and are called respectively Determinants 
(vibh~va) Consequents (anubh~va) and Transi­
tory mental states (vyabhicari bhava). Of 
course, from the audlence'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 

follow a reverse order from that ln which they 

appear in 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 Nat;ya 
; 

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

straight forward as can be seen from the example of food 

and its relishment. But as Rangacharya says, 

writes, particularly his (Bharata's] admirers and com-
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menta tors 

possible". 

I_ 
santa rasa 

have tried to make this idea as 
35 

abstruse as 

Questions like the number of Rasas or if 

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 

Osed instead of the English translations of these term~. 
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II THE STRUCTURE OF A YAKSAGANA PERFORMANCE 

To understand any given system of signification, 

it is necessary to study the sign process. These signs 

in turn are not expressions that point to mean1ngs 

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 str'uc-

ture. Only a study of the structure will give 

understanding of the significatory process. 

.. 

us Nan 
I 
l 

~.;-
The structure of any Yak9agana performance has 

i 

certain features that are fixed and invariable for all 

performances and others that vary from performance to 

performance. 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 thr0_ugh 

conjunction or disjunction is made 1n 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 
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A Yak~agana 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) P~rva ranga or the preliminary part of a perform-

ance 

ii) The prasanga or the particular episode enacted 

iii) Manga!a or the auspicious closure 

I I. 1 PGrva ranga - The preliminary part of a perform-

ance. 

Thi~ consi~ts 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 Yak;:;ag'Ewa',l 

They consist of the following. 

II.l.a Preliminaries performed prior to the actual 

shm-.~. 

An hour or two prior to the actual commencement of 

the show, the musicians play on the percussion instru""" 

ments, cande and maddale. 
I 

There is no song and the 

s1nger just plays on the cymbals to keep the rhythm. 

The rhythms played are in different t~~as consisting of 

different rhythmic patterns and their permutations. 
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This is called Keli. _...__ This affords great freedom to the 

percussionists to show their talent. 

For shows 1n the open air, the sharp sound of 

canqe, which can be heard from a great distance also 

acts as an advertisement for the show, attracting peoplS 

from the nearby villages. But in the changed context of 

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 1s normally just behind 

the acting area (see sketch). There, Lord Gaqapati 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 later.) A song in praise of 

Lord Gaqapati is sung by the bhagavata accompanied by 

the instrumentalists. Given below is the first stanza 

of the song. 

"To the leader of 
I 

Lord Siva's attendants, 

To the one who has the face of an elephant, 

To the beautiful one who is worshipped in the 

three worlds, 
2 

Let us wave the sacred flame" 
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Plan and Elevation of the Yak~agana Stage and Auditorium 
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9. Chairs for the spectators 

10. Men (Sitting on the floor) 
11. Women (sitting on the floor) 

6. Cange 
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This worship in the greenroom is performed as part 

of every Yak9agana 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 any 

change. This is not something unique to Yak~agan~ 

. 
either . Almost all traditional theatre forms of India 

follow this practice. This connotes the fact that the 

entire performance 1s considered as a form of worship. 

After the worship the singer asks, "Is there God's 

permission to go on the stage?" The buffoon, who norr 

mally does the worship nods; playing on the instruments, 

the singer and the instrumentalists take their place 
3 

on 

the stage. 

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 

shm.J. The show begins around 9.30. p.m. Each and every 

performance begins with a set of pattern irrespective. of 

the prasanga (episode) to be performed. These prelimi-
, 4 

naries are called pijrvaranga in Bharata's N~tya S~stra. 

In Yaksagana, they are given the name Sabha Laksana. 

In open air performances, they are performed in great 

detail, but in the form of Yak9agana under study, they 

are retained in a shortened form. 
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The Sabha Lak~ana contains songs in praise of 

gods. It also describes the qualities to be possessed 

by the bhagavata, the instrumentalists and even the 

spectators. The measurements and the shape of the stage 

are also described. The songs also prescribe the quali-

ties 
( . 

of srut1 (base pitch), the buffoon , the dancers 

and ends with a polite note about the performers. 

"Though we are small, the praise of God that we do 
5 

[through the performance] is not small". These songs 

are sung before the entry of the dancers when the stage 

is bare. In present day performances they are used in a 

curtailed form. 

-
These songs are in Sanskrit, though most of the 

other songs in the Sabha Lak~aQa 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 is not understood by many in the audience and 

therein precisely lies its power as a pure sign like 

-
that of the mantras chanted during worship. They also 

point to the strong influence of sanskrit dramaturgy on 

what originated essentially as a folk form. 

II.l.c The balagopalas 

The dance portion of the purvaranga begins with 

the entry of two young actors called balagopalas. 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 ~rasanga 

proper, 1s that the former does not contain improvised 

dialogues. After the detailed dance, the 

bring a crown and place it on the seat in 

balag0palas 

deep stage~ 

The crown represents the idol of God in Yak~agana~ 

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 bh~gavata. 

The crown being used as an object of worship may 

appear strange but it is one example of the symbolic 

style of representation in Yak~ag~na. It is not the 

crown the object that is worshipped here. The crown 

becomes a signifier. By tying the waist ornament to the 

crown it 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 sig~ 

process works in Yak~agana. A limited number of stag€ 

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 of wor-

ship·? If we look at the discourse of Yah?agana as 
" ., 

whole, the answer appears to be in the affirmative. 

These two boys are supposed to represent Balarama 
6 

and Krsna in their youth. But they are not in d i v id u a.;J 

lised nor the characters they represent clearly defined. 

It is kept vague and indistinct. This vagueness has a 

great significance so far as the function of pGrvaranga 

is concerned which will be analysed later. It also 

plays an important part in the training process of young 

Yak~agana artists, which will be discussed in Ch.III. 

Suffice it to say here that any young boy hoping to 

become a Yak~agana artist starts his career as a b2l.lago:-

-
II.l.d Striv~sa - Female characters 

After the exit of the balagopalas enter two female 

characters (All female roles in Yak~agana 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 1 ines and ang 1 es, the dance · of the 

female characters represents grace and feminity -. l~sya~ 

This aspect of _dance in Yak~agana is found only in the 

dance of the female characters. The costumes of female 

characters resemble the dress of present day middl·~ 

class women and does not confirm to the structural 

pattern of Yak~agana costu~~s (Fig 4}. 

The identity of these characters also, like that 

of the balagopalas is left unclear. The songs sung 

during their dance deal mostly with Kr9pa. Shivaram 

Karant says that they may be RukmiQi and Satyabh~ma, th~ 

wives of K~~pa. A similar practice is said to have 

existed in kuchupudi - the classical dance of Andhra as 

well. In Yak~agana, they are normally referred to· as 

strive9a. 

The next feature o8dolaga (the formal entry of 

characters) is the connecting link, so to say, between 

the pnrvaranga and the actual episode to be enacted. 

Like the preliminaries, the oddolaga 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 odd~laga. So syntagmatically it can be 

seen as the part of the preliminaries because it is a 

fixed feature and as the introductory part of the actual 

story to be performed. As such it will be taken up fo~ 
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analysis separately after a brief study of the 
,l; 

funct J.:,.on 

and manner of signification of purvaranga. 

II.l.e The Function of PGrvaranga 

PGrvaranga is no doubt part of the tradition of 

classical Indian theatre as can be seen from the Na~ya 

Sastra. Yak~agana has evolved its own purvaranga in 

conformity with its own form and structure but inspired 

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 link 

between them and the main narrative, are they function-

ally irrelevant? 

Recently, 1n UdayavaQi, one of the Kannada news-

papers, there was a heated debate precisely on this 
F 
1) 

question and whether they should be maintained or di~-

carded. The debate took the form of tradition versus 

modernity. Even the apologists of tradition failed 1n 
"Cl 

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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Yak~agana, in its process of communication uses a 

highly codified system. So for a proper communicatiq9 
~ ';; 

between the sender and the receiver of the message; 

knowledge of the code and the sign logic becomes abso-

lutely essential. The traffic signals, for example, are 

perfectly clear to one who is familiar with the code but 

mean nothing to another who is unfamiliar with the code~ 

(That is why, perhaps, attempts to popularise Yak~agana 

outside its limited geographical area have had limited 

success. People in other parts of Karnataka understand 

the language that is Kannada - but are unable to 

understand the 'language' of Yak9agana's sign process.) 

Even for spectators who are familiar with the code of 

a reminder of the code system is necessary 

before they are ready to receive the discourse proper. 

Proper communication of the discourse is possible only 

after this 'contact' is established. Purvarang& doe.::. ' 

precisely this function of establishing the contact by 

familiarising the spectators with the code. Borrowing 

from Roman Jacobson's linguistic functions, we can call 

this the phatic function, "the essential function of 

which is to establish ... communication, to verify wheth-
9 

er or not the circuit is still in operation". 
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Pijrvaranga 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 b~lagbp~las and ihe 

female characters utilise almost all aspects of the 

Yakqag~na 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 the code to be utilised later in creating the dis-

course are used but without the discourse itself. 

The entire attention of the spectator is 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 without a context. The referential 

and emotive functions are also reduced to a minimum as 

there is 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-

' 
erly. (Underlining or the use of quotation marks for ariy 

-words used in a special s-ense are examples of these.-) 

PGrvaranga functions as that frame within which the main 

discourse is to be viewed. If we understand the func-

tion of p~rvaranga in this light, Shivaram Karant's 

efforts at fixing the identity of these characters, seem 

misplaced because their "unidentifiability" 
11 

allows them to perform these functions. By 

itself 

rising the code, p8rvaranga prepares the spectator 

receive the discourse in the code already thus familia-

rised. 

II.2 Oddolaga - The First Entry of Characters 

The lexical meaning of the word odd5laga is a 

king's court. Dr. F. Kittel in his authoritative die-

tionary of Kannada gives this meaning, "A great assem-
12 

bly; a royal audience, dar-bar". The narrative of 

every Yak9agana performance begins with the oddolaga 

the scene of a king's court. Oddolaga acts as a link 

between the preliminaries and the main narrative to be 

performed. So in its structure it has elements that 

-relate it to the purvaranga as well as those that relatr 

it to the main prasanga. 

The First entry of a main character is always with 
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the oddolaga. This may occur in the beginning of a 

prasanga or in the middle. Thus the oddolagas may 

broadly be divided into two classes 

a) Oddolagas that are performed in the beginning 

of a prasanga 

b) Oddolagas that are performed during the 

course of the prasanga 

These two vary a great deal 1n structural details 

as well as in signification. To begin with let us 

consider the first one. 

II.2.a The oddolaga performed in the beginning of a 

prasanga is a detailed, highly choreographed par~. 

Depending on the story to be performed, it may be that 

of the P~n~avas, or of Indra, Kf~0a, R~ma, Da~ratha, ur 

Sometimes even Kaurava's oddolaga is also held. 

But it has to be of a god or a royal personage (only of 

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 stage. Demons, monkey characters 
13 

or sages do not enter the stage in the beginning" .. 

The tradition also lays down that the prasanga can not 

start with a person who is going to die in the prasanga. 

Karrya parva for example starts with Kaurava's oddolaga 

but Gad~yuddha (Kaurava's final encounter with Bhim~) 

begins with that of the P~ndavas. Of all the odd~lagas, 
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that of the Panqavas has a special attraction of its 

own. 

Karant 

Following is a description of it by Shivaram 

In oddolaga, two stage hands stand to the 
left of the bhagavata in the deep stagi~ 
holding the two edges of a curtain. Thi~ 
curtain is a red cloth [usually six feet by 
eight feet]... As soon as the bhagavata, 
begins saying the rhythmic patterns for the 
entry, Sahadeva, the youngest among the 
Pandavas, comes behind the curtain, pay;a 

• ' .1_. 

obeisance to the stage and bhagavata by 
touching the ground and then stands with hi$ 
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 Panqavas 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 ihey reveal themselves like this, stage by 
stage, the curiosity of the spectators goes 
on increasing. After arousing the curiosity 
like this, Sahadeva, the last of the Panqa­
vas, pushes the curtain aside, enters the 
stage dancing, exhibits his valour and hero­
ism, and departs by the right of the bhagava­
ta. Similarly Nakula, Arjuna, Bh1ma 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 ju0p 
or collapse and jump again. All these mov¥­
ments are done together. The sound of mad­
da~e and can~e increases the spirit and tem~o 
of the dance. To show the oddolaga dance in 

14 
its entirety it may even take half an hour. 

II.2.b The other oddolagas that appear 1n the course 9f 

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

tant personages of th~ narrative. The entry of a baQ~~~ 

d a v e </'~ ( demon ) i s don e d i f f e rent 1 y . A long rhythmic 

pattern on the cande is followed by the actor's high 

pitched shout from green room itself. After shouting 

twice like this, the actor enters the stage behind the 

hand held curtain. The morning ablutions and rites like 

I"" 
washing the face and worshipping Lord S iva's Lingam are 

all shown through gestures and mimes. All his steps and 

movements are broad, slow and measured. He 
i; 

pu net ua t e:s . ,_ 

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 high~\_ 

est pitch, much more than the entry of a king or a 
15 

god". 

Characters like Candi in RatikalyaQa (Canqi here 

1s 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 the 

stage by holding flaming torches on both sides. The 

audience also participates 1n this procession with 

religious fervour. But 1n the present commercial 

troupes such entries are rarely seen. This 1s 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 

begins speaking. As per the tradition the 
\ -~ 

bhagava;t.a 

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 frqm 

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 example, 

deals with 1-lanuman going to Lanka in search of Sita and 

the subsequent burning of Lanka. In the oddolaga 

speech, the lead 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, without a 

knowledge of which the ensu1ng performance's narrative 

can not be understood. So this is the section with the 
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maximum information. But, most of the spectatorsr 

being already familiar with it, pay very little atten-

tion to it. This resume situates the discourse to be 

performed in the larger context of the epic world. 

Odd6laga is a set piece with which every prasanga 

begins As has already been observed the 

entry of maJor characters during the course of the 

prasanga is also heralded by the odd5laga. fixed 

rhythmic patterns and steps act as indicators 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 

1s attached to the entry of characters in Yak~ag~na. 

The actor is supposed to establish a character, reveal 

the personality and the sthayi bhava of that character 

1n 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 oddElaga is given up and the character enters at a 

-
moment of climax. Bhisma's entry in Bhisma Vijaya 

that of Jarasandha in Magadha Vadhe can be cited as 

instances. Why is the first appearance of a character 

given such great importance in Yak~agana? 

Yak9agana 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-

1cance. The stylised and formalised entry asserts and 

exchanges this shared information. 

II.2.c The hand held curtain becomes a highly 

charged sign. The curtain is not merely a physical 

device which separates the stage from the spectators~ 

It is a sign that designates and demarcates the two 

worlds 

universe created on the stage. In present day theatri-

cal practice, the curtain is used more as a physical 

object and its power as a sign has diminished to a very 

great extent. It has become opaque literally as well as 

semiotically. The front curtain in a modern auditorium 

opens and closes with such a finality that Brecht calla] 
16 

it guillotine. 

The hand held curtain used in Yak~ag~na 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 eyes. 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 

1n his theories on the theatre called "V erfremdung seJ-
0 

fekt" or alienation effect whereby the spectator 

aga1n and again made aware of the fact the he is in a 

theatre and witnessing a play .. Yak~ag~na can be said to 

be so rich in this alienation effect that it dares to 

play with the curtain itself which bifurcates the 'nev~r 

to be crossed' boundary between the performer and the 

spectator. 

The hand held curtain also acts as a 'closeup' 

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
r 

vealed. Thus it functions in the same way in ~hich ~ 

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 Yak~ag~na, the~e 

details reveal not merely the category to which the 

character belongs but also his internal qualities. 

Another interesting aspect connected with the 

curtain relates to the two stage hands who hold the 

curtain. They are pres~nt on the stage but never become 

part of Yakqagana's universe of signification as pro-

jected by the costumes worn by the actors. These two 

stage hands are in everyday costumes which demarcates 

them as not belonging to the world created in the per-

formance. So, they nonchalantly hold the curtain sho~-

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 also 

accepts their role (as such) and pays no attention to 

them. 

II.2.d Returning to the semiosis of the oddolaga, 1t 

performs a double function simultaneously 

a) The character (as represented by the particular 

actor) 1s introduced to the audience 

b) The actor also 'enters' into the character during 

the performance of the odd~laga 

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. In 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 

the wings juSt before he enters the stage. Thus it 
0 

tries to hide the fact that the universe created on the 

stage is 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. 

gana, on the other hand , like most traditional and folk 

theatres, declares itself to be an artifice, and thus 

prepares the spectators 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 worship. 

The 'medium' begins dancing and swaying to the mus1c 

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 

Yak~ag~na actor is all the time conscious of his· real 

self and of the fact of representation. This is related 

to the dialectic of actor/character which will be dealt 

with in Chapter III. 
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The Prasanga 

The ma1n discourse of the performance text is 

contained in this part. This is naturally the long~~t 

part and also has the most variety of form. The per-

formers too have great freedom for improvisation here. 

The structure and narratology of the prasanga will be 

analysed in the separate section II.4. 

II.3 Mangala-

This 1s the last section with which the perform-

ance draws to a close. Mangala can be roughly tran9-
i·. 

\ 

lated as the auspicious ending. Martha Bush Ashton a~d 

Bruce Christie describe the performance of Mangala thus: 

The mangalam dance introduces the highFy 
stylised finale. This is usually danced by a 
mal~ dancer playing a female character or 
striv~§a to songs eulogizing the beauty, 
virtue and grace of the Mother Goddess, 
Durga, and in praise of Lord Vishnu ... 
When this is completed, the striv~qa pays 
respect to the madda~e, ~ (cymbals) and 
canqe by touching them with his right hand. 
Then the singer, drummers, the strive9a and 
the stage hands proceed to the dressing room 
(cauka). On the way the singer sings about 
young Kr9~a and his brother Balar~ma. In the 
cauka the final worship of Lord Ganapati is 
performed. The flaming oil-lamp 'is waved 
before the image and the singer, accompanied 
by drummers, sings songs in praise of GaQa~ 

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 Yab?agana. "Eama and Kr1_?Qa have 

come home, open the door; It is as if Kamadh~nu has 
lB 

come, derive all pleasure". 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, w~ now return to our routine mundane world, 

tired no doubt but at the same time blessed and enter-

tained, having witnessed the titanic charact~rs a~d 

their confrontations. 

II.4 Prasanga and NQ4e: The written text and the ur::.;­
~ 

written convention. 

Just as there 1s a musical score for a mtisical 

performance, every theatrical performance has a perform-

ance score. The performance score is not to be confused 

with the written (received) text. Even forms that do 

not have a received text like Commedia dell 1 arte where 

they create their own text during the performance, do 

have a performance score. As Phillip Zarelli says, UA 

performance score consists of all the created and/or 

received conventions which collectively constitute the 
19 

complete composition performed". A performance score 

53 



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. Yak-?agana' s performance score has eleme:-~ts o.f 

both certain aspects are set while certain others 

(like improvised dialogues), provide great scope for 

creating a new performance score. 

The starting point of the performance score is the 

received text which provides the parameter within which 

all other elements of the form work to set the perform-

ance score. The prasanga or the written text is only 

one part of the received text in Yak-?agana. The pe~­

formance of the written text is always guided and con­

trolled by the unwritten tradition - regarding perform­

ance 1n 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 Naqe (The lexical 

meaning of naQe is walk. It is used more or less in the 

meaning in which the word chaal is used in music; the 

meaning in Yak-?agana 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. 

II.4.a Prasanga: The written text c 

The written text in Yak9agana belongs to a special 

genre that is both poetry and drama. It is different 

from classical Sanskrit drama that uses both poetry and 

prose. It is also different from the Western concept of 

poetic drama. It is more like a poem that has all the 

elements necessary for a theatrical performance. To any 

one accustomed to westerr1 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 into 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 in forma tid~ 

regarding who speaks the dialogue is also given the song 

itself. 

The complete prasanga contains more than foJt 

hundred songs. Of these only one hundred fifty to two 

hundred are used in any performance. The written te~t 

is never considered sacrosanct 1n Old 

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 classified under three heads: 

a) poems that describe the locale and the con-

text 

b) poems that indicate stage business 

c) poems that lead to dialogue and conversation 

In regular dramatic literature a and b appear as 

stage directions and only c is thought of as dramatic 

literature proper. In Yaksagana all three ar~ inter-

spersed. Take the following example from Parti Subba's 

Pancavati. 

"0 sage, please tell us what Rama and Laksmina 

did. What happened to Surpanakhi? Make known to us." 

When the two kids prayed him, the sage [Valmiki] embrac-

ing them, told them the next incident of Vanajanabha's 

[Rama 's] life. 

The stage action begins with the riext 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 asura~. 
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Da~akan~rya saw his sister, called her and spoke with her 
20 

and heard about how she was insulted". 

The story of Sita's capture by Raval)a begins thus. 

As can be seen in the preceding song, the stage direc-
( 

tions, indicating the stage business of Surpanakhi and 

R~va~a are found in the song itself. The last few words 

also hint to the improvised dialogue that will follow 

the dance and abhinaya. The entire song is sung by the 

bhagavata and so the spectators not merely see the staje 
\, 

action but also hear it described. This creates a 
0 

strange ambience whose significance will be discussed 

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 into three types 

a) Vacana - prose renderings. 

I 
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) Of these the first, Vacanas or prose rendering!;, 

are used to link different scenes. They are 

57 

I 



spoken by the bhagavata after the completion of 

one scene and before the commencement of another 

when the stage is bare. In any prasanga, the use 
--:. 

of vacana 1s rare and in present day productio~i 

their use has almost been given up. 

b) These songs are elaborated and sung but without 

any rhythmic pattern. This gives freedom to the 

bh~gavata to elaborate on certain musical notes. 

The actor does not dance and does only abhinaya 

for these songs. It is difficult to say when 

exactly such songs are used. In the opinion of 

P.V. Hasyagar, "It can be said to be used where 

the story advances but does not have 
21 

'actable' 

parts". This provides variety both to the actor 

Gnd 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 towards the 

words and their gestural representation as other 

elements like rhythm and dance are not used. Th~ 

cognitive element becomes dominant and the emotive 

minimal. 

c) The corpus of a prasanga comprises of the third 

type - songs sung to a rhythm. These songs are 

58 



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. 

II.4.b Structure of ~ 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 l. Pays homage to the poet's favourite God 

Song 2 . In pra1se of Lord Gaf).apati 

/ 

Song 3 . In pra1se of Goddess sarada 

Song 4. In praise of the poet's teacher 

Song 5. The present episode - its narrative histo,ry 

(The details regarding who narrated this story for the 

first time and to whom) 

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 incident depicted in the 

prasanga lS taken up directly as can be seen in the 

example quoted from Panchavat-i. (The main actor of 

Oddolaga 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 and the poet starts directly with the incident 

he is dramatising. 

The structure of any prasanga is loose and episod-

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

progression of the narrative is broken frequently by 

detours into the related episodes. In fact importance 

is never attached to the pLogression of the narrative. 

The spectator's familiarity with the story is assumed. 

So the emphasis is on the establishment of certain 

bhavas and in the elaboration of some songs which lend 

them~elves to such elaboration, through dance, abhinaya 
\ 

or improvised dialogues. 
. I 

These are not necessarily th,e 

" 
moments of climax. Because the emphasis in such momen~s 

is not on the progression of the· n:·arrat1ve~the referer!'-

tial element is minimal. The normal question that 

readers or spectators ask in curiosity, "what happens 

next" is made irrelevant here. This gives the artists 

freedom to dwell on the present existential moment in a 

leisurely fashion. 

One example from Kr~Da Sandh~na, (where Kr~Da gojs 

to Kaurava's court as the emissary of peace before the 
22 

war in the Mahabharat) will make the point clear. In 

the climax, Kaurava falls down from the thron~ on 

Krsna's feet . . . . Kr~0a 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 long as fifteen to twenty minutes,_. 
H 
,, 

(The immanent discourse in this episode and in t~e 

entire prasanga is Krsna's attempt to break Kaurava's 

ego. Kaurava is psychologically defeated by K~~~a even 

before the actual war starts.) The audience waits for 

these moments and relishes these elaborations which are 

thought of as the high points of interest. Sometimes 

these elaborations arid/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 lines. 

This clearly shows what 1s considered significant and 

what is not, in Yak~agana. 

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 

1s 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 

these high points, refers back to ~ or the unwritten 

tradition regarding performance. The written script is 

suitably edited to highlight these points. The casual-

ness of approach of the spectators may appear rude to 

any one not accustomed to witnessing a Yak~ag~na pe~-
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formance. But in analysing the semiotic functioni~g of 

the form, it gives a clue to the significance attached 

to different scenes by the spectators. 

The mangala or the auspicious finale of every 

performance has already been referred to. The ·clue '~o 

this finale is found in the prasanga itself. All pra-

sangas end in happiness. As Shivaram Karant says "The 

manga~a that comes at the end may be because of the 

reunion of husband and wife: may be because of vict6ry 

to Dharma and the defeat of Adharma: whatever the reason 

the mangala song has to come at the end ... The bhaga-
23 

vata ends the show in this fixed structure only". 

Thematically, most prasangas deal with war pr 

marriage. Most classical Indian dance forms lay a great 

, I - ( emphas1s on the depiction of srngara ~ the erotic).· 

on the other hand the dominant rasa is 

-
v1ra (the heroic). These two different approaches can 

be traced to Bharata's classification of dance into 

l~sya (originating from Sakti) and t~ndava (originating 
I . 24 

from Siva). To present the virarasa, the stories 

chosen are mostly those that deal with battles; even in 

prasangas that deal with marriage, it is usually preced-

ed by fights. 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 Candr~vali and K~~Qa Sandh~na but 

they are the exceptions rather than the rule. The theme 

usuAlly decides the tempo of the performance as well~ 

Prasangas like Hari~candra have a slow tempi as opposed 

to those \.Jith lots of fights and clAshes like Devi 

Mah~tme, which have to be played fast. 

In the structure of a prasanga, certain set scenes 

like jalakr1~e (bathing in a river) are used. Even the 

characters are archetypal rather than individualised. A 

I 
sabara (hunter) remains the same with the same charac~ 

teristics whatever be the prasanga. 

aims at creating these archetypes rather than individua-

lised characters. "I :r. 

II.4.c Narrative Technique 

The style of narration used in Yaksagana text~ 

resembles closely the Harikatha tradition. This is a 

popular form found in different parts of India under 

names l i k e K i r tan and !<at h a kalak~ epa . It 1s a solo 

1 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. Yak~ag~na 

(specially the written text), is said to have originated 
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from the Harikatha tradition. Even though Yak~agana 

1s 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. In 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 given in a song, it is qualified 

with terms like 'said Kr?Qa', "declared Indrajitu". 

Even the stage directions indicating the business on the 

stage appear as 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] was 

-
coming towards Kicaka in a hurry, he saw her from a 

26 
distance and wondering said to himself". 

The semiotic significance of such narration 1n 

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 naqe. 

II.4.d The unwritten Tradition - Nade 

As has already been pointed out, naqe is 

tradition built up over centuries regarding the perform-, 
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ance of individual prasarigas. The written text provides 

very little details regarding the performance. These 

are supplied by the unwritten tradition and hence its 
) 

importance in the performance score. Strangely enou~h 

no writer on Yak$ag~na seems to have written about its 

importance. (Is it because the unwritten tradition 

never gets the respect that the written word commands?) 

The prasanga contains just a ·series of songs. 

E~en the indications regarding exit and entry or the 

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 naQe, it is not 

possible to get any idea regarding the staging of the 

text. To cite an instance : the h~syag~ra (buffoon) 
~ ~: 

plays a very important role in any Yak$ag~na perforfu-

ance. He plays all the sundry roles making fun of the 

high and the low. Even gods are not beyond the orbit of 

his humour. In the conceptual configuration, he almost 

becomes the arch anarchist for whom nothing is respect-

able. But the written text makes almost no mention of 

him. He 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. 
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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. For 

~th..e~ ____ same prasanga, there __ may .be more ___ than ___ .one. ____ ~---

There are also geographical and regional variations. 

For a proper study of the performance score, the study 

of both the texts is necessary. 

II.4.e The Significance of the narratolgy 

In dramatic literature and in regular theatrical 

productions the verbal details regarding stage busine~s 

and action are hidden from the audience, only the action 

being shown. But when the linguistic description lS 

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 narrat-

ed to them through the visual/verbal medium. Any illu:... 

sian 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' , 

creates a new paradigm whereby this 'reality of a dif-

ferent order' of the discourse is received. To use 

Roland Barthes' words, "It is a lie made manifest, it 

delineates an area of plausibility which reveals the 
27 

possible in the very act of unmasking it as false". 

This act of unmasking the art and presenting it as 

an artifice is brought out forcefully through another 

convention. In the beginning of each pras~nga (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 Vai~ampayan to king Janam~jaya. 

(This is a tradition not unique to Yak~agana but taken 

from the original Sanskrit epics). The stories from the 

Bhagavata are presented as narrated by Suka Yogendra to 

king Parlk~?it. Those from the Ramayan are presented as 

narrated by Sage Valmiki to Lava and Kusha (sometimes-to 
/ 

Saunaka and others). This assumption appears not only 

in the beginning but is reiterated several times in the 

course of the prasanga as.well. What does this signi-

fy? Is it merely to establish the antiquity and authen-

ticity of the narrative? 

The poet, even in the process of writing, keeps 

this imaginary listner in mind, making it clear that his 
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•: 
'• 

creation is a discourse from one person (the poet) to 

others (listeners,readers and viewers, of his time and 

of the future) . The communicative purpose of his ende~-

vour is thus clearly stated in the beginning itself 

(clarifying this to himself as well as to the readers). 

He refers back to this 'prime' listener 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, 

Janam~jaya for example, becomes the archetype for all 

listeners and spectators. 

Barthes uses the term 'Writing Degree Zero' for 

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 arid 

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 which remains vague enough in its 'l 
I 

through"-! 
1 

'moral' to alloH the consumer to recreate, 

his own imagination, the details of the 'myth' . t l 1 ·t 
! 

embodies (in fact, there is then no precise single· 

public 'myth', but rather a cluster of related 

personal 'myths') 

g) an art that produces psychological effects 

(even if 'euphoric') that are neither risable 
28 

ideologically reprehensible. 

Yak~agana never pretends to be anything but an 

artifice, creating a new significance not by imitating 

reality (in the Aristotalian sense of the term) but by 

creating a new universe. of signification. This process 

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

tation as opposed to the mimetic. 

29 
IT.S Mu~:;ic 

Music performs a unifying function controlling all 

the other elements of Yak9agana. The rhythms of the 

songs (played on the percussion instrum~nts) dictate the 

timings of the dance and abhinaya. The bhagavata 

(singer) is described as the first actor because the 
n 

artistic control of the entire show is in his hands. (Of~ 

late this control has passed on to other hands. See 
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comments on secularisation). 

Yak9agana music belongs to a special category that 

is neither Hindustani nor Karnatak, the two main catego-

ries of classical music in India. References to Yak9a-

gana style of music can be found as early as 11th cert-
30 

tury A.D. (The theatre form evolved several centuries 

later.) This musical fo~m as an independent entity 

seems to have died out under the growing prestige of 

Karnatak music. This has perhaps helped it 1n surviving 

as theatre music. As Martha B. Ashton and B. Christie 

say, "Although Yak9agana style is not considered as a 

classical style, this by no means reduces its potential 

for achieving beauty and power. On the other hand, the 

fact that Yak9agana is not considered a classical style 

of music frees it from the bondage of rules and allows 
31 

it the freedom necessary fo~ a living art form". 

The instruments used in Yak9agana are ta~a, mad-

da1e cande and £ruti. Tala is a pair of 
~ 

small metal 

cymbals that the singer himself plays. Maddale resem-

bles the mridangam of Karnataka music, though it is 

smaller and the strokes totally different. Canqe is a 

cylindrical drum played with two sticks. This has a 
. ' 

high pitched sharp sound and is not used continuousl'Y. 

-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 ga1ns precedence in 

Yak$ag§na music sometimes even at the expense of melody. 

K. Manjunathd Bhagavata, one of the leading bh~gavatas 

today, explains the reasons for this predominance of 

rhythm. 
-

"Because the rasas like vira, (' -s:rl)gara, adbhuta 

and raudra have to be expressed and also because dance 

is a major aspect of Yak9ag'2ma, the singer has to pay 
32 

the greatest attention to rhythm". 

Yab?agana uses a higher ~rut i (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 1n 

the fast tempo the words become unintelligible. At sud~ 

moments the communicative function is performed more by 
Q 

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) 1s 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 illegibility of 

words the refrain appears as a possible guardian of the 
33 

significance". 

Seven taias (rhythmic permutations) are used in 

Yak.:;;agana. Each of these talas have fixed mukt~yas 

:!. 
(endings beats). These mukt~yas play an importarit roie 

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

era. In the course of a song or mere play of percussion 

·' 
instruments, the mektaya may appear in the beginning 

middle or end of a song. Muktaya functions like a 

punctuation mark 1n 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 change. 

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, 

Yak9agana music has not been taken for detailed analy-

sis. Only certain aspects necessary for an understand-

1ng of the form as a whole have been dealt with. The 

foregoing remarks highlight only those signifying as-

pects. 
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II.6 Symbolic RepceseRtation 

Theatrical semiosis always involves ostension. 

Every thing on the stage is 'projected' or 'held 

however insignificant that object may be. But as soon 

as an object is 'projected' it becomes 'de-realised •··. 

It stands for something else. As Jiri Veltrusky of the 

Prague School of Structuralists says, "All that 
34 

is on 

the stage is a sign". A chair kept on the stage is 

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 provided 

by the· American semiotician C.S. Peirce, we can say that 

the first instance (a chair representing Chair) 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 would be a 

symbolic or metaphoric one. 
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The theatrical medium always has the power of 
n 

creating an illusion. The creation of the illui:rion df 

reality 1n the theatre began to attain greater impor-

tance 1n western theatre in the previous century~ A 

drawing room for instance, was represented by placing 
\ 

as 

many real life objects as possible. When it was impos-

sible to bring real life objects such as a house or 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 crea-

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 theatre, 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 in painting, verisimilitude was regarded as 

the highest achievement .. Technological innovations 
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(camara for example) revealed the futility of the sear~h 

for verisimilitude. Painting had to search for a new 

signifi<;:ance. 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 is 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 is that a human beholder 
easily recognises a bunch of grapes in 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 · 
biologically significant that is. It appears 
that visual 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 ... 
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The 'first' hobby horse (to use eighteenth 
century language) was probably no . image. at 
~all. Just a stickwhich qualified 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 goal of art is the evocation of rasas. As J. C . 

Mathur in his study of drama in rural India says, uif 

many characters in rural drama do not resemble real life 

human beings, it is because they are not meant to do so. 

Inf3ct 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 Yak~agana 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 irmnanent discourse has to become meaningful ulti-

mately only in terms of the universe of the spectators -

but that is 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 of these . 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 Yak~ag&na 
can not be compared to the conflicts of our 
daily life. Invisible 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 characters 
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 ideological concept is the basis of all the de-

tails of theatrical presentation in Yak~ag~na, 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 Yak~ag~na clear. 

II.6.a Stage 

The stage used in Yak~agana 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 struc­

ture called ratha or chariot. (Earlier it used to h~ve 

small wheels - now a days it has begun to resemble a 

throne more and more). This bare platform, the place of 

act ion, '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 polyvalence lies in its 

openness. A change of locale is suggested by an exit 

and an entry. Sometimes, just 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 
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for a garden. Thus the indistinctness of the stage 

itself becomes its strong point making for its eaE;y 

transformation from one locale to another. The potenti-

ality of spatial representation on such a stage become_s 
I, 
\, 

~7 

very great inspite of the smaller physical dimensions~ 

0 

Reneta Berg- Pan, compar_lng 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 become even smaller, compared to the empty stage of 

the Chinese theatre, because the actual potentialitie~ 

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 theatrP_are 

quite superior to the realistic method generally used in 

European theatre because they alJow for greater freedom 
38 

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

The bench like structure in the deep stage, 1s the 

only stage prop used. It can become a s1gn for anything 

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

~i 

throne. It can also become a bed, a mountain or the 

sky. In sequences of war, it is used as a chariot.· It 

1s also' sometimes used as a sign for abstract mental 

states for example an elevated mood .. Kicaka on seeing 
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Sai~andhri. (Draupadi 1n disguise) feeis ext~e~ely joy-

ous. He conveys this joy by jumping on to the seat and 

dancing on it (Fig. 10). 

II.6.b Stage Properties 

The shape of weapons that the actors use are aiso 

fine examples of semiotic d~vices. The weapons used are 

bow and arrow, sword, mace and cakra. The bow is not 

bow shaped but straight like a stick (Fig.l2). The 

arrow is a short thick piece made of wood. In scenes of 

battle the arrow never leaves the hand. The arrow is 

turned in the hand and it creates a sharp snapping soLnd 

as it hits the bow. This sound acts as a signifer for 

the release of the arrow. The semiosis functions here 

1n 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 supcort while standing on one leg (a posture used fie-

quently 1n Yakqagana). The Gakra (a weapon 
0 

used ~by 

Vishnu and K~~Qa) is also represented in a way that is 

appropriate to the symbolic structure. It has a grip or 

handle attached to it tangentially. ·-as a But weapons 

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 s1gns 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 P~duk~ Patt~bhi~~-

ka (Rama handing over his padukas to his brother Bhara-

ta) , the cymbals are used as signs for the padukas. 

Yak$ag~na makes use of limited stage properties to 

signify the entire range of signifieds, which leads to a 

polyvalence of signs. 

II.6.c Costume and Makeup 

Costume and make-up play a very significant role 

in the semiosis of Yak9agana 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 says, "The internal qualities 

of the characters can be to a great extent recognise~ by 
\( 

39 i! 
their make-up". But a detailed analysis of t"he signi-

fying process of costume and make-up will be taken up in 

the next chapter. Only a few examples to show their 

'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 guRadharma. To take an example: 

RavaQa and Vibhi~aQa are brothers but Ravaqa is present-

ed as a bannada ve~a (the category of costume and 
1·.-

makr.-

up that designates him as a demon) but Vibhisana is 
- • 0 

presented as a human being because of his mild nature. 

Rama and Lakqmaqa continue to be princes even when they 

are in the forest. So they are presented 1n regal 

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 prince-

cowherd is culturally at a higher status than the ordi-
40 

nary Prince". Yak~agana shows this intrinsic charac-

ter through visual means - the costume and make-up. 

sabara (hunter) wears the same costume that is worn by 

the other heroic personages (except for the headgear). 

This signifies his bravery. He wears some mango lea~~s 

on his breast to show that he is a forest dweller. 

Certain basic colours like green, red, black and 

white are used for make-up. Each signifies a particular 

aspect of the character. Green, for instance, stands 

for the erotic (~rng~ra) 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 Yak~agana. 

II.6.d Character 

The actor 'represents' a character on the stage. 

He becomes the sign for the character. But the person-

ality of the actor continues to 'intrude' upon the 

character. This actor/character dialectic will be dealt 

with 1n the III.l. A few instances relevant to the 

topi.c unoer stuoy t'1re cited here. We have perhaps seen 

instances in theatrical productions where one actGr 

performs more than one role in one performance. In 

Yak9agana we witness the opposite, where the same role 

is performed by more than one actor. In a performan~e 

of Hari~candra that I witnessed recently, Hari9candra'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 I shall not enter into 

here.) A telling example of character as a sign can be 

seen in Reouka 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 Yak~agana 

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

cation. Dance in Yak~ag~na 1s highly developed in the 

-
delineation of certain rasas, specially vira (heroic). 

The power and force of the movements themselves comruuni-

cate the heroism of the character. Events like journey 

n 
or playing in water ( jala K r ida) have a set choreogr-aphy , 

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: __.__ Nata is disguised as Bahuka and he acts 

as a charioteer and takes another King in manovega 

(speed of the mind) to the proposed marriage of Damayan-

ti. The speed of their journey is represented through 

dance not the movement itself but by the waves of 

their body they suggest the buffeting wind and thereby 

the speed in which they are traveling (Fig.ll). This 

more or less typifies one of the significatory processes 

of dance in Yak~agana. 
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Gestures and mudras also form part of the symbolic 

representation but with one difference. Dance is 

bound by the linguistic limits whereas gestures 

not 
F 
il 
il 

ana 

mudras are another set of codes that emphasize and 

elaborated on what _language is communicating. 

To sum up: Yak~agana never resorts to mimetic or 

realistic representation. It thrives on symbolic repre-

sentation where the relationship between signifer and 

signified is rarely iconic and is quite often arbitrary. 

That is 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 froin 

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 religious origins they usually undergo a process 

of secularisation and emerge as 'pure' art forms. The 

development of Greek drama from Dionysian worship is 

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 ~e 

recognised in the immanent discourse though perhaps not 
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in the manifest discourse. A study of this process in 

Yak9agana is very fascinating because it is undergoing 

this process right now and the religious motif in th-'e 

discourse is still quite strong. 

The origin of Yak9ag~na is clearly in religiobs 

worship. Some writers like K.S. Karant trace it to 

certain forms of worship of spirits prevalent in one 

district of Karnataka even today. It also has close 

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

interesting argument regarding Yak9agana's origin and 

overtly religious function is posited by M. Mahabala 

Bhat. It is worth quoting though his arguments are not 

commonly accepted: 

The Portugese in 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... Yak9agana 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 PuraQas to increase the faith, 

41 
belief and interest among people. 

The religious links of Yak~agana 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 mang~~a at th~ 

end, is modelled as a form of worship. Traditionally 

the entire thrust of the discourse was to show God~s 

lila (Divine play) through one of his incarnations. Two 

other names by which Yak~agana is known will make its 

religious motif clear: Das~vant~ra ~ta (The performance -· __.__ -

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

form~nce of the Bh~gavata- the story of KF~Qa's life). 

Organisationally, Yak~agana troupes have always 

been associated with temples. Even today of the thirty 

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 · Cbayalat;:a) ana were sponsored 

by individuals as a form of offering to the Gods (ha-

rake) . Yak~agana 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 -~s 

-
considered a sacred duty and a form of worship. The 

spectators also watch the performance in the same mental 
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frame 1n which they would listen to a religious dis­

course. In some temples, in the list of different kinds 

of service to the deity (Seve), the performance of 

Yak$agana is also mentioned. Infact, there is one 

temple in North Kanara district (Gundaba+a), where this 

service of paying for a Yak?agana performance, has been 

booked for the next ten years. 

Taking part in a performance is also considered a 

way of worship. In the temple referred to earlier 

(Gun9aba+a), devotees also take oaths of taking part in 

a performance. 

forehead". Even 

This is called "wearing a mark on the 

if the devotee is not a Yak~agana 

artist, 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 scene began to change around the forties and 

fifties of this century. Troupes began to be organised 

on commercial lines. 

temporarily erected 

charged. In the 

Performances began to be given ~in 

tents with admission fee being 

case of many troupes, this became 

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 commercia} lines though they still carry 
·, 

the names of temples. One obvious reason for~the proc'-

ess of secularisation that is taking place now is the 

fact of commercialisation itself - the ''box office' 

pressures. Due to the changed performance context, the 

psychic attitude of both the artists and the spectators 

also changed. The performance was no more in the de{-

ty's serv1ce. It was a commercial venture performed 

before paid audiences. 

This rupture naturally changed the discourse as 

\ve 11. The external structure of the earlier 'religious' 

performances is maintained even today but the discourse 

is not the same anymore. 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. subtl.e 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 year to attract the audience. 

Writers were assigned to write new prasangas. In the 

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

years ago), the new 0r~sangas .followed the 
-· .-' --· ·--, - traditional 

format. Episodes from the p~r~Qas th0t had not already 
..:·"'·\, 
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been presented in Yak~agana were chosen and presented. 

Some prasangas, with one character, from the epics as 

the centre, were also attempted. For example, there are 

two traditional prasangas on Bhisma's life: Bhisma 

-
Vijaya - dealing with Bhisma bringing the three daugh-

ters of the King of Ka9i and the subsequent clash with 

Ambe; and Bhi~ma Parva which deals with his role in the 

-
Kuruksetra war. . A new·prasanga, Samagra Bhiqma 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 of these prasangas we can see borrowings 

from western classics. For example the prasanga, P~paQ-

Da 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 

system of the old works is still accepted without ques-

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. 

II.7.b The second example referred to earlier the 

reinterpretation of old and traditional prasangas 

presents a fascinating study of the process of seculari-
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sat ion in operation. The same texts are used.but by a 

shift of emphasis the focus of attention has shifted 

from the 'good' characters 1 ike A r juna or Ra·ma to the 

'wicked' ones like Kaurava, Ravana, Kamsa or Kicaka. 

These 1 \vicked' 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 

focus 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 undergon·e 

this process. 

Characters Prasangas 

l. Bhasmasura Bhasmasura M~hini 

2 . Knurava Gada Yuddha 

3 . Jarasandha Magadha Vadhe 

4. Kamsa Kamsa Vadhe 

5. Karl) a Karryarjuna Ka+aga& KarQa Parva 

-6. Kicaka Virata Parva 

7. Salva Bhi.;;ma Vijaya 

8. Dust a Budd hi Candrahasa 
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In the traditional conceptual framework all these 

are 'wicked/evil' characters. In the written texts they 

are presented as such. The main thrust in the prasangas 

1s the destruction of these evil forces and the victory 

to Dharma. The religious motif of the discourse is 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 flawi 

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:-
\: 

i 

pretation/recreation is accomplished in the performan~e 

text. Kicaka was earlier presented as a drunken lou't 

who tried to seduc~ 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 sees 

Sairandhri. He does not realise that Sairandhri herself 
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is Draupadi. The make-up 1s also slightly altered to 

reduce his 'wickedness'. 

The written text is also edited and shortened 

suitably to highlight these characters. In 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 is 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 Gad~ Yuddha (after the tradi-

tional Oddolaga), begins with a confrontation between 

I I 

Dharmaraya and Salya in which Salya is killed~ this is 

followed by the sight of the desolate Kaurava who comes 

across the innumerable dead bodies on the battle field. 

He meets A~wath~ma who promises to kill the P~n~avas. 

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

insults hurled at him by the P~n~avas specially Bhima. 

They fight. Kaurava falls with his thigh broken. 

Aswathama in the meanwhile uses the Brahmastra against 

the Panqavas. Krsna diverts the weapon against the 

Upapanqavas, the children of Panqavas, who are killed. 

A9wathama is publicly disgraced for killing the chil-

dren. The prasanga ends with K~~~a presiding over the 
I 
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coronation of Dharmaraya. 

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. In 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 dimenston of a 

tragic hero. Krsna who is presented in the prasanga as ... 
guiding and protecting the Pan9avas and upholding Dharma 

is sidelined. With this new significance created, the 

religious motif gets totally altered. 

The actors make use of the freedom of speech that 

the totally improvised dialogue offers, to 'humanise' 

and glorify these characters. For example, Kaurava in 

the instance given earlier, looks at the dead bodies in 

the battlefield and recognises his dear ones. But he 

also recognises Abhimanyu and mourns for his death. 

Suddenly Kaurava's character gets 'elevated' and the 

spectators in turn begin to sympathise with him. 

Through their speech, the actors intellectualise 

the characters and provide a frame work for the under-

standing of the character. If in the traditional pra-

e::.l , ... ;t. t 11e def:,truction of e'/i.l. at the end, in the n~w 



f~ame work 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 the 

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 is a trage-

dy 1n the Aristotalian sense. No doubt the original 
, 

stories of the epics contain all the ingredients wher~by 

a Kaurava, a KarQa or a R~vaqa can be easily fitted i0to 

this mould. Thus out of the very traditional structure 

of Yak9agana we are perhaps witnessing in indigenous 

form of tragedy emerging. 

This change taking place 1n the immanent discourse 

of Yak9ag~na, becomes central to any synchronic unda~-

standing of the form because the small and seemingly 

insignificant changes taking place in the structure of 

have to be paradigmatically related to the 
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process of secularisation. Perceived in this light, 

these 'insignificant' details become the most signifi~ 

cant signs of the change. 

96 



ill 

AB_HINAYA: _HiSTRIONIC REPRESE~~TAT'iO~J 



III ABH!NAYA - HISTRIONIG REPRESENTATION 

I 
The Na~ya Sastra describes the word ABhinaya 

etymologically. 
11L 

"It is from the root • to carry' with 

the preposition abhi meaning • towards • ; that which 

carries the meaning (lit. the performance) to the audi-
1 

ence is called Abhinaya" Bharata further classifies 

Abhinaya into four kinds: Angika(bodily 

Vacika(verbal), Aharya(dress,makeup,etc.) 
2 

acting), 

and 

S~tvika(temperamental). It is 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 Yak9agana 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.l Actor as a Sign 

The actor who appears on the stage - what does ne 

represent? He no doubt has a real-life existence with a 

persona of his own. But he claims· to· repre-s-ent ·an-other---

entity - the character or dramatis persona who may or 
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may not be a person with a real existence. ''h .. < In ..; 1s·. 

short but incisive article "Semiotics of Theatric~! 

Performance", Umberto Eco analyses the semiotic func-

tioning of a human being as a sign. He takes the simple 

example of a drunkard exposed in a public place by the 

Salvation Army in order to advertise the advantages of 

temperance 

As soon as he has been put on the platform 
and shown to the audience, the drunken man 
has lost his original nature of "real" body 
among real bodies. He ois no more a world 
object among world objects - he has become a 
semiotic device; he is now a sign. A sign, 
according to Peirce, is something that stands 
to somebody for something else in some 
respect or capacity - a physical presence 
referring back to something absent. What is 
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 us back to the class of which he 
is a member. He stands for the category he 
belongs to. There is 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
Clse 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 is the case. To interpret this 
physical presence in one or in another 
sense is a matter of convention, and a more 
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so_phisticated 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 td1 
any interpretation. He stands for all th~ 
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. 

Nevertheless, there is a way in which thi~ 
presence is different from the presence of a 
word or of a picture. It has no~ 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 is only this real presence that allows him to func-

tion as a sign and represent something that is absent. 

He 1s performing both functions simultaneously. To 

quote Eco again : 

Nevertheless there is something that distin­
guishes our drunkard from a word. A word is 
a sign, but it does not conceal its 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 illness). 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 is a "square semiosis". With 
words, a phonic object stands for other 
objects made with different stuff. In tha. 
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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 
object. 

The issue touched upon by Eco in the last sentence 

of the passage just quoted, leads us to one of the 

fundamental questions regarding histrionic representa-

tion. The actor in the process of representing the 

character lS also representing himself. He claims to 

represent another reality but the actor's real self 

(belonging to the world of the spectators' every day 

experience) is also projected, thus representing two 

'realities' at the same time. These two levels of 

reality - do they work in opposition or are they comple-

mentary? How is the tension between the two strata of 

reality resolved in theatrical semiosis? This leads us 

to the next question. 

III.l.a Act0r/ 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 actor'. 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 thii 

dialectic emphasizing the one or the other. 

To illustrate this point, I shall take up two 

extreme examples. The first is the puppet theatre. The 

puppet does not have a persona of its own. (It is an 

intentional sign created -solely for the purpose of 

significatfon). All its features are intentional signs. 

There are no physiological details that are not signifi­

cant. As Jiri Veltrusky observes," A puppet which 

represents a character has only those features of a real 

person which are needed for the given dramatic situa-

tion; all the components of a puppet are intentional 

signs. By contrast, the stage figure created by an 

actor 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 physiological 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 
5 

and being a reality in its own right". Thus the puppet 

comes closest to 'being' the signified-the character. 

On the other hand let us take the case of a popu­

lar film 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 cha-racter 

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-ima~e·, in every character 

that he depicts. 
il 
' 

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. This dialectic 

works in varying degrees and depends on several factors 

the form of the theatre, the actor's 'method', 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. Yak~agana 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 Yak~agana's 

approach to acting 

III.l.b Acting in Yakeag~na - Form and Essence 

There are various theories and schools propounding 

divergent approaches to acting. The western approach to 

this question has been varied. 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 exper1ence, similar situations or from similar per-

sons that he had come across and then to present them on 

the stage. ~he assumption was that perfect internalisa-

tion would lead to perfect representation of the charac-

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 Yak$agana and 

most other classical dance/drama forms of India, to this 

question is integrally different. 

Acting involves the creation/presentation of a 

character. But this creation is the essence that can 

not be done without the form or the signifier. The form 
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here 1s 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 is 

that if the actor does proper internalisation and learns 

to live the role, the form will take care of itself. 

The traditional Indian approach is that without achiev-

ing a perfect. control over the form (in this case, the 

actor'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 

tail: 

,_ 
Sastra describes ~bhinaya in the minutest de-

thirteen types of head movement, thirty six ex-

pressions of the eyes and so on. 

In Yak~ag~na, in the initial 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 practice 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 automati-
6 

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 PBrvaranga and Oddolaga where, as has been 

observed in Chapter II, the roles are without any spe-

cific context. The depiction of these roles involve 

nrtta, mere dance steps and movements without an emotive 

/ 

content. According to the N~tva S~stra, such a dance lS 

not supposed to have any meaning though it pleases by 
7 

its beauty. 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. In these 

roles, the actor need not have to do any 
ii 

internal is a- ._1 

tion. All he is concerned about is the expression of 

the form. Thus the performance of these roles is a 

continuation of the process of training. -~. 

When the actor becomes more mature and takes other 

roles, he is supposed to internalise ~he role. This· 

process of internalisation or emotionally filling out 

the role also follows a process of objectification. To 

quote Phillip Zarelli again, "Just as the external in-

body process of Kathakali acting is a process of objec-

tification which is non-personal, 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 i) 
8 

experiences". These comments on acting in Kathakali 

apply equally truly to most Indian classical dance drama 

forms including Yak~ag~na. 

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 sthayi 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 sth~yi bh~va 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 1n Sri Rama Pattabhi~eka(the story of Rama•s 

coronation, when he is forced by Kaikeye, to go to the 

forest) , the emotional state of Da~aratha, when he is 

sending his son Rama with Sita and Lak~mana can be 

taken. The Sthayi bha\'a 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 in Yak9agana begins with the form. 

Only after achieving mastery 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 also 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 epic~. 

III.l.c Stylisation 

Acting 1n Yak9agana 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 become 

stylised. Any expressive sign used by the actor has to 

be in conformity with this stylisation. 

In theatre forms which use gestures and expres­

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 scratches on Julie Har-

ris's legs 1n 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 

was never mentioned in the play and we finally came t.o 

the conclusion that either sh~ had been shaving too 

close or she'd been kicked around in the dressing room 
9 

by her boyfriend". 

Whereas 1n a stylised form like Yak~ag~na, the 

unintentional non purposive components, immediately 

'stand out' because these are not framed in the code 

(stylisation) and so are simply neglected by the specta''-

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 a~e 

not considered signifiers. Thus, what may appear as an 

impropriety in realistic theatre is never consider~d so 

in Yaksagana. 

Now let us return to the question of actor-charac-

ter dialectic and see how it functions in Yak~agana. It 

is necessary to know a little about the Yak9agana actors· 

and the popularity they enjoy to understand how the 

dialectic functions. The Yak~agana 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 film 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-

r1es 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 Yak9agana artists develop. In their dialogue they 
. " 

quite often refer to the personal lives of the a9tors.~ 

This may appear as a rupture in the character-sign but 

it is never takeri as a break either by the actors or by 

the spectators. They hugely enjoy these references 

accept the existence of the two realities simultaneous-

ly. Thus the dialectic adts n6t as an opposition b~f 

becomes complementary; one complementing the other. 

I I I. 2 Danee 

Since time immemorial dance has been a spontaneous 

mode through which man has expressed his emotions. 

Dance as.a mode of instinctive express1on 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 been one of man's basic modes of expression. To 

quote 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 joy or exuberance it 

gets expressed through his body. It shows itself not 

merely on the face but in his body movements, 
11 

steps, jumps and in throwing the limbs out". 

rhythmic 

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. IndiaG 

tradition. Ancient Indian aestheticians divided the 

dance used in dramatic performance into three types: 

nrtta, nrtya and natya. The difference between 

three can be understood form the following quotation by 

Apparao. "The physical movements of the body have ~n 

equal importance in both nrtya an& nrtta. While nrtta 

retains the pure dance form only, nrtya incorporates the 

song and histrionic expression ln addition to pure 

dance. Similarly nrtya and natya have equal predomi~ 

nance of of abhinaya with the difference that nrtya 

concentrates on ~ngika abhinaya (bodily acting) while 

na~ya concentrates on Vacika abhinaya (voice control) 
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and Satvika abhinaya (temperamental acting) in 
12 

addition 

to a well - knit plot" Nrtta is .pure dance without 

rasa or bh~va where the rhythm as predominant. Nrtya on 

the other hand is born of Nrtta 1n which music and 

acting is used for the expression of bhava. Natya is 

the elaborate iorm of Nrtya where all the four ingredi~ 

ents of abhinaya - angika, vaeika, aharya and satvika 

are used. In the form of scenes it develops the narra-

tive and by the expression of bh~va leads to the enjoy-

ment of rasa. Yak9agana makes use of all these three 

types in its dance and an understanding of the distinc~ 

tion between the three is necessary to understand the 

way dance functions in the signifying process of Yak~a-

g ana. ~l 

the 

,. 

Dance is one of the most attractive features of 

It is very difficult to describe in words 

fascination of this dance. dance has 
'\.) 

certain features that differentiate it from other clas-

sical dance forms of India. Great emphasis is laid on 

the foot work. The dance is usually brisk and vigorous. 

There are choreographed items of great polish and beauty 

though some aspects do also have a rough edge. 

The actor dances to the song being sung by the 

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 he desires and it 

mostly depe~ds on the actor's strong points ~nd his 

understanding with the bhagavata. 

Gestural representation and abhinaya, are also 

performed along with the dance. The lines are repeated 

several times by the bhagavata to allow the actor to 

perform gestural representation, as well as abhinaya, 

moving to the rhythm and keeping the laya. The pure 

dance or nrtta is done either between the two halves of 

a song or at the end of the song. After this pur'/? 

dance, the song ends with the refrain. 

To understand how a song is depicted using dance 

and abhinaya, I give below the transcript of 

workshop/seminar conducted by Shivaram Karant to Yak9a-

gana artists. In it he explains to the actors how ··a 

song should be developed and represented on the stage. 

The song lS taken from the prasanga, Ratikaly2u;a (the 

episode of the marriage of Kr~Qa's son Pradyumma to 

Rati). Kr9t;1a takes an oath \..Jith RukmiQi 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. 
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"0 God why did I take the challenge with queetl 

RukmiQi? All my strivings have been in vain and I am 

unable to arrange the marriage of Smara [K~~Qa's son]". 

This is the translation of the entire poem which 

will help in understanding the way it is depicted in 

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 th~ 

tone of despair. This despair and tiredness sho~ld b~ 

depicted 1n the abhinaya. Intone the first two words 

'Hara !-lara' with the bh~gavata. Let your voice also 

convey the despair ... Show the feeling, "I gave the 

promise to the queen but I could not fulfill it". In 

the first two words show the intense devotion with which 

you are praying to God. 

(Asks the bhagavata to sing the first line several 

times), In your prayer your helplessness should be 

established ... lift both your hands; it denotes devotion 

and respect. If you lift one hand the devotion is 
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decreased ... 

the body. 

let your hands be away from the lines of 

Next line 

Rukumi!)iyoleke 

Rukmiryi with why 

Panthavesegideno 

Challenge took (verb 

ending of first person] 

Karant: 'Rukmini' It 1s necessary to show her grace and 

delicacy. A definite abhinaya is required for 'why'. 

To make the bh~va clear, the beats of the maddale, the 

bh~gavata's voice, cymbals the dancer's foot work and 

gestures should all participate 1n 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 

Smara to 

Vivaha 

marriage 

:r:acisalarade 

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.l7] (to the actor), don't dp it so 

fast, that looks like oxen yoked by force. 

Last Line 

bar ide ba{.aluvudaytu 

mere striving happened. 

Karant: In your steps and movements show the tiredness 

of defeat. The arms naturally sag down in defeat. But 

the arms should sag behind the body in despair, not in 
14 

front of the body. 

This detailed analysis will perhaps give an idea 

of how abhinaya is performed and how dance becomes the 

il 
medium of that abhinaya. The dances performed in Yak~a} 

gana can be broadly classified into two types: 

a) dance with songs: natya and n~tya 

b) dance for the mere rhythmic patterns played on th:~ 

percussion instruments - nrtta 

The functional use 6f 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 im-

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 pattern 

nor have specifically programmed steps and these are 
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danced to songs that actually tell the story. · Durin~ 

this time the dancer chooses any steps in his repertoire 

that display the emotion or the situation and fit the 

musical timing. The dancer is also free to create steps 
15 - . 

as long as he'keeps within the style of the dance''. 

The second type on the other'hand, is pure ·dance 

nrtta which is done without any emotional representa-

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

song. It also includes fixed features like the intro-

ductory dances (Oddolaga), journey, war and such other 

dances which are also done only to the beat of 
~ 

the 

percussion instruments. If nrtta is done during a song 

the shift from the 6ne tti-the other type of dance i~ 

indicated by the actor circling the stage once and the 

mukt~ya beats which punctuate this change. (See II.5 

Music on muktaya) 

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

a different typology can be used for the classification 

of types of dance. They can be grouped under three 

heads: 

( l ) Lasya: Light gracefull dance delineating 

or the erotic. 

(2) Hasya: Dance that elicits humour. 
( 

116 

I -srngara 



( 3 ) 

( 1) 

( 2 ) 

Dances that depict the vira (heroic) or raudra 

(furious). 

Lasya(the graceful) 1s said t6 have originated 

from P~rvati (just as its counter ·point t~ndava is 
16 

said to have originated from Shiva). This type 
/ 

of dance is mostly used in the depiction of sr .n-

-gara. Most Indian dance forms are greatly de-

veloped in the depiction of lasya. 

1n the other hand, l~sya is found only in· the 

dance of the female characters. (Is it because, 

in the dance forms well developed in the depiction 

of l~sya, the dances were performed by women 

whereas Yak:;ragana has remained an all male 

domain). 

H~sya(the humorous) is performed only by _the 

buffoon and rarely by the main characters. (The 

role of Uttara Kumara in Virata Parva is 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 

1n reality very controlled.) This adds to the 

humour. 
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(3) The real strength of Yak~ag~na dance can be seen 

in the depiction of vira and raudra. Most of the 

steps are virile and fast and are naturally suited 

to convey the heroism or the forcefulness of he 

char-acters. 

rhe 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. 

III.2.c The Function of Dance 

What and how does dance communicate? Is its func-

tion only aesthetic? The communicative function of 

n~tya and n{tya can be recognised because of 
"''" ' their emotional and psychological purport. Let us 

consider nrtt~ (pure dance) which does not seem to have 

any specific significance apart from the aesthetic. The 
I 

Natya Sastra itself states, "It is true nrtt~ does not 

give any meaning; 
17 

creates beauty". 

but it is used simply because it 

Because nrtta is done as a pure dance 

with no emotional purport, it appears as though it has 

only the aesthetic function. Is it really so? If true, 

what then is the reason for the great impact that nytta 

always 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 palace. 

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 nrtta is done during 
18 

the song, ·"To which universe does this beauty belong?" 

The dance is 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 montage. 

In cinema many a time neutral shots are used. These are 

shots without any emotional or psychological purport. 

But these neutral shots become loaded with 'meaning' 

because of montage; the preceding or the following shot 

leaves lS imprint on the neutral shot so that it also 

becomes loaded with the purport of the other shots. 

In the preceding example, Kicaka's yearning for 

Sairandhri and his exuberance on seeing her are already 

communicated 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 inten~i-

ty of desire or sometimes even the power. To take an 

example, in any dance depicting war or confrontation, 

one particular type of dance manQi 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 literally 

'goes down on his knees'. In the normal parlance of 

signification this posture of bending down is t~ken as a 

sign of defeat or acceptance of the superiority of the 

opponent. But in manQi dance the signified meaning is 

exactly the opposite - challenge and show of strength. 

How does the sa~e posture get the opposite significa-

tion? Dbing this dance involves great physical energy 

and it is this flow of energy that connotes the energy 

of the character. 

Thus all the three types of dance n~tta, n~tya and 

take part in the semiotic process of Yaksagana. 

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

entire perfocmance, ras~nubhava or aesthetic experience. 
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III.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 no 

speech activity is truly devoid of the use of these 

(unless where the emitter of the message is absent). 

Most theatre forms also make prominent use of gestures~ 

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

difference ~~h~t 
~-;p~:t>' ~\. 

iif ~ ~-.. 
te' ~ ~ .• 

t .ol! u ; j., 

prominent!; ~ffi~.:j 
~-~ 

are taken from daily life. The only 

on stage they are ostended. 

Gestures and mudr~s are used 

Indian dance forms. But their use differs from the 

'mimetic' use of gestures of realistic theatre. Mudras 
-::::.': 

form an almost complete code system in themselves which 

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. "The hand 
19 

symbols used by Tant.rics were called mudd).". They are 

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

in the communication of bhava. The Natya Sastra and 

NandiKeshwara's Abhinaya DarpaQa give a detailed list 

of the different mudras 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 

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

slightly different ways 1n which hastabhinaya(hand 

acting) 1s used in Yak~ag~na. By mudr~s, I mean those 

hand gestures that are part of the code system (where 

the relation between signifier and signified is mostly 

arbitrary) and so are unintelligible to any one 

familiar 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 those 

not familiar with the code. Yak~agana makes use of 

both in its 'hand-acting'. 

As has been explained in the introduction, 

g~na has three regional variations; Tenku(south), bad a-

gu(north) and extreme baqagu (North Kanara). Of these , 

only the last mentioned, uses mudr~s 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 df 

the main prasanga. The use of gestures and mudreis 

analysed here is 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 1n 

·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 mudr~s used in other classi-

cal Indian dances, but the number of mudr~s in Yak~ag~na 

is limited. Also, the use of these mudr~s is based not 

./ 
·on any authoritative text (S~stra-Grantha), but only on 

unwritten tradition. A number of gestures used in every 

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

"Yaksagana does not have mudras to suffice all the 

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

Thus an actor can create his own mudr~s. For example, ,, 

urgency or quickness can be demonstrated by a snap of 

the finger with the -thumb. Whatever the mudr~, ·its-

effectiveness lies in its capacity to communicate the 
21 

bhava to the audience". 

Some mudr~s have a polyvalence of signification as 

the same mudr~ 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 ~· L i s t e n " ) • 

Some nouns are also represented by their (verbal) ac-

tion. 'The act of blossoming' represents a flower; a 

bee can be signified by its act of hovering round of 

flower. At the same time, some mudr~s are cart of the 

codified system for which verisimilitude between the 
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sign vehicle and signified can not be found. The mudras 

for hatred and friendship (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 mudr~s became emblemat-

ic gestures standing for. a complete spoken utterance. 

The gestur.es and mudr.as can be classified using 

Peir.ce's tr.iad of icon, index and sy~bol. Those mudrf: s 
---'·.,-

that represent the object by virtue of similarity can 

be ~lassified iconic signs. Acc~rding to Peirce, iconic 

signs ar.e those where the sign denotes its object by 

virtu~ of a similarity between the physical property of 
22 

the sign and the physical property of the object. The 

mudr.~ 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 ~bvious(the shape of the head 

of a hor.se), but the basis of the sign is the similarity 

of appearance. 

Index: .l!..ccor.ding to Peirce, indexical signs are 

those signs that denote the object by a cause and effect 

link. "An inde~ is a sign that r.efers to the object 

that it denotes by virtue of being really affected by 
23 g 

that object". The mudr.a for Rama be cited 
~-, 

can dS 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 

(Fig.2l) can be cited as instances of this. 

Shambhu Hegde In his study of the gestures and 
24 

mudras in Yaksagana uses another classification. 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) mudras 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 cau&e and effect relation. 

Whatever be the classification it should also be 

remembered that there can not be exclusivity. A single 
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mudr~ many have elements of two kinds (or more) which 

perform simultaneously. 

The use of mudr~s and ge~tures in forms like 

Bharat natyam and Kathakali may have been necessitated 

by the fact that they do not use V~cika (speech) ~xcept 

for the song sung in the background. But Yaka~agana 

uses Vacikabhinaya also in the form of improvised dia-

logues. As such, some writers on Yak~agana, are of the 

op1n1on that the use of gestures and mudr~s in Yak~ag§na 

1s redund~nt and that it has no functional role to 

perform. Shivaram Karant also expresses the same opin-
- ~) 

1on. "This task [commur.ication] is done by language': 

Why should dance do the same again? Can the mudr~s and 
25 

gestures be more easily understood than language?" 

Are gestures and mudras in Yak~agana redundant? 

Do they merely perform the same function as that of 

speech replacing sound with hand gestures? What is 

their function in the total configuration of signifi-

cance as a whole? 

The function of gestures and mudras can not be 

seen ln isolation. It has to be understood in the 

context of all the other media used in a performance. 

All other aspects of Yak~ag~na like the text, singing,· 

costumes acting and dancing are all being used simulta-

neously. 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 signification. Certain words get 

emphasized and elaborated upon by the mudr~s. At 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. 

thus alters the semantic range of the word 

restricting it or enhancing it. 

The mudra 

either 

G 
') 

All the same it should also be realised tha~ 

mudr5s act within the linguistic boundary. They can not 

exceed the boundary because like the Morse code or the 

gesture language of the deaf and the dumb, the sign 

refers back to the word itself. Their role is one of 

mediation between the word (distorted by music) and the 

signified. 

III.4 IMPROVISED DIALOGUES 

Dramatic literature in Yak~agana 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 dialogues are based on the literary text 

no doubt, but barely so. It affords the greatest free~ 

dom as well as the greatest challenge to the actor. 

The Yak~agana artist is supposed to be not 

a good dancer and actor but is also expected 

merely 

to be 

fluent in speech, have a mastery over the language, with 

a good knowledge of the epics and the Pur~QaS along wit& 

the faculty to create a character through speech alone. 

The primary function of the improvised dialogue is to 

provide the links of the narrative .. Speech can communi­

cate the story easily to one and all. Along with it the 

actors also provide the framework within which they 

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 in th~ 

first entry of the character. Sometimes it is done at 

the end, whereby they round up the character. Through 

their speech, they not merely ~elineate the action oV 

the character, but they also try to provide a philosoph-

ical paradigm where these actions become justifiable. 

The following is an example of how the dialogue is 

developed from a song, which many a time provides only 

the barest details. The song is from Rat:i. I:<alyana. 

Draupadi 1s sleeping and she wakes up and feels that 

K~~Qa is calling her: 
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Raga Bhairavi Tripude Ta1a (song) 

Here ln Gajapura [Hastinapura], Draupadi was in 

her bedroom at this time. 

Draupadi: It is mid night and I am in the bed-chamber 

with Partha [Arjuna]. 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 Krsna's . .. 
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 L~rd K~~~a had shown his grace upo1 
;,.: 

us we would never have regained our position; the Kaura-

vas would. never have been destroyed. How can I forget 

his kindness. Though I am queen of Hastinapura 

Lord K:r~ra is all prevading in our various states of 

sleeping and awakening. 
26 

now. 

Let me listen, carefully 

Yak~agana 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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III.4.a This new creation is not merely a creation 

but also a criticis~ of the character. Normally in the 

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 representa-

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 
27 

at the same time. SheQi 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 not 
:, 

the work of the artist. To me it is the creation df 

another work of art based on the original work ... One 

role enacted several times will remain the same in 

larger details. But each day's creatio~ is a new orie 

dependi~g on the mood and psychic state of that day ... I 
28 

should think as the character and also as myself". 

This creative I critical faculty 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 Vira (heroic) or Karuna 

(pathetic) rasa, speech is used for communicating the 

bhava effectively. But, except in such intense mo-

ments, the speech is used more for the purpose of analy-

sis and information rather than for conveying the emo-

tion. (The significance of this non-emotive speech will 

be discussed 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 Sanskrit 

words. It clearly stands out from spoken dialect but qj;: 

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 1s improvised, many words, inflec:-

tional endings and phrases of spoken dialect also ap-

pear. But the contrast between spoken dialect aQd 
\) 

bookish language does not become prominent because of 

the special dialectical variety used in the coastal 
29 

district". (The common language used in South Kanara 

is Tu+u 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 
I 

(Sruti) 

of the singer. Even during the speech the pitch lS 

maintained so that there will not be a jarring 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. Yak~agana artists normally do not use 
\ 

intonation as a signifying device unlike other 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 1s another point of interest regarding the 

improvised dialogues. I have been using the word 

'dialogue' but these improvised speeches are more in the 

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-Q 

logue. The passive actor reacts only in the forms of 

monosyllabic interjections like 'oho 1 or I hUh I • This 
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passive actor begins speaking only when his turn comes 

which 1s normally with the next song. When he begins 

speaking, the hitherto active speaker b~comes passive. 

So what we call dialogues are really alternating mono-

logues. The songs are also usually composed similarly 

with different songs for different character. So the 

pass1ve actor usually waits for his song-dance sequence 

to give his reply which will again be another monologue. 

The influence of Hari Kath~ tradition on the structure 

of the written text has already been discussed (II.4 on 

Prasanga). Its 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 
0 

situation. 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 to 

their dialogues. Some even forget to subterfuge of the 

myth and begin a direct speech on present day affairs. 

The •freedom of speech• also leads to another 

development. As has been pointed out earlier, the 

dialogue can often lead to sharp argument and counter 

argument. If done in a proper spirit it can become very 

interesting. But often the actors forget the 

actor/character dialectic. They feel that any defeat 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 in argument. As Shivaram Karant says, 11 Indi-

vidual pride and spite has destroyed the b~auty •.. (of 

the performance] as nothing else. For some, the per-

formances become a place to show off th~ir scholarship 
30 

and belittle others". 

Each prasanga as we have seen, deals with one 

small incident taken from the larger 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 K~~~a appears as a charac­

ter. While depicting his character in any one prasan~~a, 

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 context of the un1verse 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 

' Tn YAk~~q~n~ Acting, we witness a special feature, 

which is perhaps rarely witnessed 1n any other theatre 

form. Each bhava and each action is acted out twice. 

It is not a 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 dance. During the song, the 

actor concentrates on the expression of bhava contained 

in the song. After the song-dance sequence, the actor 

normally becomes static and begins his speech. In his 

speech, he communicates 'verbally' what has already been 

enActed through dance and abhinaya. Thus the same 

'theme' 
0 

is enacted twice, the first time through dance0 

and abhinaya, and a second time through speech. Thiso 

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 redund3n-

cy? How coes Yak~agana overcome this danger? It we 

analyse the Nay the two different media - dancing and 

speech are functionally utilised, we get the answer to 

the question. Dance is used mainly for the expression 

of bhava or the emotional state. Dialogue on the other 

hand is used mainly for its referential/semantic func­

tion. 

Yak~ag~na has thus functionally separated the two 

types of acting. Duri~g the song the emotive/affective 

function becomes predominant. In 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 

s1gn 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. 

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, 1n Karuna rasa, the actors 

normally do not dance at all. The emotion is 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. 

III.S COSTUME and MAKEUP 

Costume and make-up constitute the sign vehicles 

which provide a 'texture' as well as context to the 

characters on the stage. Tadeusz Kowzan, in his study 

of the 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 
31 

- belong to the category under study. All these three 

play a very prominent role in the significatory process 
I 

The Natya Sastra considers costume and 
32 

make-up as part of abhinaya and calls it aharya, 

(which includes even stage props). As has already been 

pointed out (II.6)J costume and make-up in Yak~ag~na do 

not follow a realistic mode of representation. Shiv a-

ram Karant says, "For the depiction of these superhuman 

characters [the characters from Indian mythology], a 
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realistic style 1s 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 the boundary of reality and make use of his imagi-

nation in such a creation. Yak9agana 1s an excellent 
33 

example of such a creation". 

The costumes in Yak~agana 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 thi~ 

new universe from that of the spectators. It is also to 

be remembered that apart from its denotative and conno-

tative functions, the costumes also participate in the 

aesthetic function because the visual appeal (the ac-

tor's body + costume and makeup) itself 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 from the spectators and on the 

other they also posit different categories (of charac-

ters) from amongst the participants of this new uni-

verse. To understand their sign logic it is necessary 

to decode these intra distinctions. The individual 

details of costume, if studied in isolation, will not 

prov"idc tiH::- cluc to their understandinq. The entire 

array of costume and make-up 1s 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 as a whole. 

We can perhaps find a model of this kind of analy-

sis of visual signs in Claude Levi-Strauss• study of Red 

Indian masks. His conclusions are highly illuminating. 

"I have thus demonstrated ... [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 intelligible 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 lies not merely in what is represented bu~ 

also in what is chosen not to be represented. To quote 

Levi - Strauss again, "A mask is not primarily what it 

represents but what it transforms, that is to say, wh a~t. 

it chooses not to represent. Like a myth, a mask denies 

as much as it affirms. It is not made solely of what it 
35 

says or thinks it is saying but of what it excludes". 

For a proper understanding of the significatory 

process of costume and make-up it is necessary to under-

stand the structure. The structure in turn can ~e 

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 because these in 

turn are themselves part of the larger semiosis of 

performance where the actor represents 
36 

"the dynamic 

unity of an entire set of signs". 

III.S.a The traditional classification of roles done 

in Yak9agana will perhaps provide us with a starting 

point. It can be briefly stated as follows: 

Second role: the main role (hero ?) of the 

prasanga 

2. Opposite role: he is the one usually oppos~~e 
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the main role 

[also called Puru~a ve~a] 

3. Third role: the next important role; this~ 

may also include Kedige mandale . (young 

heroes) 

4. Preliminary roles: the actors who appear in 

the Oddolaga and in several smaller roles 

during the performance 

5. Bar:n;ada Ve~a: 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 Ve9a: Female characters (played by 

actors who have specialised in it). 

(It may be noted that the 'first' role has not.; 
" i) 

been mentioned. In any troupe, the bh~gavata or the 

main sin-ger is assumed to be the first role and the 

leader of the troupe) . 

This typology shows certain broad classifications 

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 t~ey 

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 charac-

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 

social standing but also of their mental/emotion~l 

makeup. This in turn is related to the fundamental 

conceptualisation of costume representation in Yak~aga-

na. In the words of Mahabala Bhat, "The fundamental 

principle of costume designing in Yak~agana is that the 

internal qualities of a character· like his nature, 

conduct and character can be represented by externalis-
37 

1ng them through costumes". In the last chapter, 

reference has already been made to how Rama, Sita and 

Lak9ma~a are presented in royal costumes even when they 

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

lS presented as a Ba?ada V~~a 
1\ ---

(demon) , 

specially in the scene where he kills Duqyasana, though 

the other Panqavas are presented as human beings. This 

-points to the fact that Bhima, though a PanQava, h~s 

qualities similar to demons (his marriage to Hi9imbe, 

his drinking of Du~yasana•s blood, his extraordinary 

physical prowess can be cited as instances of this). 
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III.S.b The personages that people the world of 

Yak~ag~na can be broadly classified into three catego~ 

ries: gods, human beings and demons. But in the Yaksa-' 
• 0 

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, II l) Gods 

and human beings who have godly qualities; 2) Demons and. 

human beings with similar qualities. In the first group 

we have Indra, Vi.;mu, Rama, Dharmaraya, Arjuna and 

others. It also includes characters with a slightly 

angry or wicked temperament like KarQa, Duryodhana, 

Para~ur~ma and K~rtavirya. In the second group we have 

characters like Ravana, Mahiravana, Kamsa, 
• 38. 

Jarasandha, 

Bhima, KumbhakarQa et cetera". (This classification 

if of one ti~tu(style) of Yak~agana. The actual list oL 
1: 
,~j 

characters differs slightly in other styles). 

Based on this broad grouping we can evolve the 

following typology as represented by costumes and 

up. 

l) Gods, Kings and other royal personages 

make­
<J 

.This 

group can again be divided into three sub catego-

ries based on their headdress. 

a) wearers of crown 

b) wearers of mun<Jasa 
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c) wearers of Kedige Mandale 

2 ) K ira t a- hunters 

3) Sages, brahmins, fi§iS 

-· 
4) Stri ve~a- Female characters 

a) Warrior quesns 

b) Others 

5) Hasyagara- roles played by the buffoon 

6) BaQQada ve~a- Demons and demonesses 

7) Characters like Hanumantha, Garuqa, 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. 

l) Gods, Kings and other royal personages 

This is the major category that covers most of the 

important characters that appear in Yak?agana. 

are either Gods (Indra for example) or Kings. 

These 

( Da9ara- i; 
·) 

tha, Hari9candra). They are bold and courageous and 

belong to the warrior class. This category also in-

eludes other characters, who share these qualities but e 

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 

;7 
authority;' 

0 

Only kings and a few of the Gods can wear a crown. 

Arluna is an exception to this. He wears a crown 

even though he is not a King. (This is so in the 

It differs 1n 

other variants). The theme of Yak~agana being the 

ep1CS, it is natural that many of the important 

characters are wearers of the crown. The signifi-' 

cance attached to the crown has already been dealt 

with in the earlier chapter. 

b) Munqasa Fig.23 

This is a special headgear found only 1n 

Its shape is somewhat similar to 

'hearts' in a pack of cards. This is worn by1 

royal personages who are not kings like Kar~a, 

Gandharva, ministers and others. 
/ 
Salya, though a 

King, co~es in this category. The decorations on 
'>:.:\ 

top or in front will be removed to suggest a lower 

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

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

This headdress 1s worn by young heroes. 

Abhimanyu, Sudhanva, Nakula and Sahad~va come 1n 

this subcategory. The b'alagopalas also wear this. 
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The headdress is similar to mun9asa but smaller in 

size. These characters wear half sleeve shirts and 

do not have a moustache. The front of the head-

gear is decorated with a golden coloured ornament. 

1s also represented in this category as a ·~ 

symbol of his eternal youth (Fig.25). 

Thus we notice that the primary categorisation is 

provided by the costume which remains the same for all ? 

three subcategories (except for the half-sleeve shirt 

for the young heroic types). Further subcategorisation 

is denoted by the headgear. The mundasa as well as the 

Kedige mandale, Is 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 
39 

the spectator's attention to the actor's 

face". 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 impossi-

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 

" Da~aratha sending his sons Bharata and Satrughna 

their grandfather's house. Da9aratha is wearing the' 
c 

crown, the two young pr1nces are wearing K~digemandale. 

The minister at extreme left is wearing the mun9asa. 

The sage at the back is Vasi9tha (his headdress as also 

-
that of the Striveya will be discussed 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 

mun~asa but there are important distinctions. It~ 

is worn at a slanted'angle. The slant is so 

pronounced that the difference is made obvious. 

The difference is enhanced by the long red 

that he draws from the tip of the nose to the 

forehead. He also does not wear the chest orna~ 

ment, instead of which he wear~ some mango leaves 

(This is 



not so 1n the photo as also in one or two p~rform-~ 

ances that I saw recently. One wonders if the 

recent ecological movements have changed th~ 

significatory process of Yak9agana costume as 

we 11) . 

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 being different 

and belonging to another social strata. This 

difference is 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 ~ikhe. They 

wear horizontal ash marks on the forehead unlike 

most of the other characters of the first two 

categories who wear vertical marks. The two sages 

seen 1n Fig.28· are Vi9wamitra and Vasi9tha. 

Viswamitra is known for his rajasa (quick tempered 

- ready to pick up a challenge or a fight) quali-
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ties whereas Vasi~tha is known _for his S~tvika 

(pious) qualities. This difference is indicated 

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 DroQa, Parasurama and 

are brahmins by birth but their 

1s different. As K. S. Karant says, "They are, 

brahmins by birth but their action and behaviour 

is that of K~atriyas - their nature is heroic and 
40 

warlike". To show their inherent nature, the 

costume of these characters is similar to that of 

other heroic types(categ~ry 1). The only change 

will be their headgear. They wear ~ikhe, the head 

gear of sages. In some instances Para~ur~ma also 

wears a crown. Aqni(Fire God) 1s represented with 

I 
a three pronged Sikhe. 

Ordinary brahmins do not come in this catego-

ry. They come mostly in the category of roles 

olayed by the buffoon(category 5. 

4) Stci ve'?a - Female char-acters - Fig 29 

The costume 6£ female characters has been a 

matter of great controversy. It is generally 

" 

conceded that the tradition;:ll costume for these 'J 
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characters is 'lost' . The costumes now worn 

resemble that of present day middle class wo·men 

Thus, it does not confirm to the structural pat-

tern of Yak9agana costumes. The headdress worn 
··-~~ 

now (see Fig 29) was a recent invention that was, 

designed on the model of male headdresses. This"' 

1s now commonly used by all Stri vesas. 

One wonders why the costumes of female char-

acters have changed so much, when Yak~agana 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 can 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 and:: 

heroi.sm. such 

character. The sari is worn by them in a differ-

ent manner (facilitating dance steps in 

scenes). The ornaments worn are also different. 
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5) H~syag~ra - (buffoon) - Fig 30 

Hasyagara ls an actor category and not a 

character category. But there are varied sundry 

roles like that of servant, messenger, aide or 

commoner played by the buffoon or his assistants, !i 

the Ko<Jangis. 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 1s 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 

circumsta~ces? Fig 31 shows Hari~candra 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 long yellow cloth (silk?) 

round his neck denotes his intrinsic quality, his 

151 

.;:::'! 



'Kingliness'. 

6) BanDada Ve9a (Demons) - Fig 32 

This category stands in direct opposition to~ 

the 'good' characters. This category includes not 

only merely demons (rak9asa) like RavaQa, Hiraryya 

Ka~aou or Bakasura but also human beings with 

demon like qualities like Kamsa and Jarasandha. 

As has been pointed out earlier, Bhima is also 

presented as a banQada ve~a in one style of Yak~a-

gana. This again points forcefully to the 

basics of costume and make-up 1n Yak?agana : they 

represent not the birth or caste of a character 

but his mental make up. 

The costume and specially make-up design of 

these characte~s is an elaborate field demanding a 

detailed analysis. As such an analysis is beyond 

the scope of this 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 is on creating the impression of a huge size 

as denoted by the shoulder ornaments and head 

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

rate make-up. The emphasia 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 changes from character to 
41 

character. The white border to the face makes 

the face appear bigger. In 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-

s1on of the character. The head dress in 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 ba~wada ~9a, one 

expects an angry, wicked and excessively proud 

character whose destruction by the good forces at 

the end is certain. But when the same character t 

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

acter belonging to the first category, the reli-

gious motif becomes ambivalent and thus the value 
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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. 

7) In this last category we can add characters from 

the animal world like Hanumantha(Fig 33), 

Garuqa, Jambuvanta and such others. Here again, 

in the representation, the emphasis is not on 

verisimilitude. In the representation of these 

birds and animals, the 'human' structure of the 

actor is retained for the most part. The demar-

catidn 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 and 

the proper -colour combination on the face signi-

I 
fies Nandi, the bull (Siva 1 s Vehicle). 

In thts category can also be included certain 

terrible forms like Narasimha or Canqi 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 -veqas 

(demons). Structurally, this presents us with a 

very interesting configuration. These terriblec 

forms are those that the 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 paradigmatically 

they are related to the World of demons. To 

destroy the demons the gods have to become equally 

fearful and terribie. Thus the opposition becomes 

reversed. 

These seven categories cover the gamut of all the' 

characters that appear 1n Yak9agana, which aims at 

creating not individualised characters but archetypes. 

These archetypal categories become clear to the specta-

tors the moment they see their costume and make-up. 

Shambhu Begde puts it accurately, "Much before dance, 

speech or acting, the first recognition that the audi-

ence gets of the characters is through 
42 

make-up". 

costume and 

III.S.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 can 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. Origi-

nally these two types were only regional variations and 

the distinction was not semiotically significant. But 

nowadays the shoulder ornament with smaller blunt nee-

---.dl@S--(w_or_n by _t; he characte-r on the rig h-t-}------i-s---w-et--n------Bn-1-y -

by Kedige mandale characters (young heroes). This is an 

example of how new signs keep emerging even in this verY 

codified system of costume 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 symbo~ 
\' 

denoting •masculinity• and so courage and strength. Th~ 

cloth worn behind these shining ornaments has a dull 

non-shining texture, which helps in highlighting these 

ornaments. 

The mark worn on the forehead is 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 

-
Kicaka Sa+va 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 specif~c signs in real life representing 

~aivism and Vai~navism - the vertical mark is the symbol 

of the devotees of Vi~nu; the horizontal ones of the 

devotees of 
I . 
S1va. Prabhakara Joshi comments on the 

significance of these, "This indicates that Yak9agana, 

1n the past must have come under the deep influence of 

V a'""" is n a v i s m • The Yak$agana literature as a whole de-

picts the equality of the Trimurtis Brahma, 

~iahe~wara ... but the slant of early literature 1s to-

wards Vai$navism. This must be the reason why the main 

roles wear vertical mark and the villainous roles have a 
43 

horizontal mark on the forehead". These marks thus 

become signs for the motif of the discourse itself. 

III. S.d Colour Signification 

The basic colours used for make-up are green, red, 

black, white and yellow, whereas the basic colours 1n 

costume are red, green and black. The signification of 

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 quick tempered 

and choleric characters, red colour is usually applied 
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around the eyes. Such characters also wear red shirts. 

But colours ~lso signify as much by inclusion as by 

exclusion. The shirts are usually green or red. Green 
( 

! r 

~ 't 

denotes srngara (erotic). So if a' character wears a red~ 

shirt, it not merely denotes his heroism but also hisv 

lack of eroticism (in that particular prasanga at 

least) . 

Black signifies in two different ways in make-up 

and in costume. Black lines on the face give a cruel 

look. It 1s used for villainous characters. The black 

lines may be dark or light depending on the cruelty and 

wickedness of the character. On the other hand, black 

in costume d~notes pathos, tragedy, death and other 

concomitant emotions. (Time) 

with Rama. He wears a black shirt. Fig 23 shows Karrya. 

The base colour of his headgear is black. Infact Karl')a 

is the only character who wears a black munqasa. These 
[) 

are only a few example of the way colour signific~tion ~ 

In Yak9agana, every actor has to do his own make-

up. This rule is followed from the youngest actors to··· 

the most senior ones. The make-up, as we have already 

seen, projects the internal qualities of the character· 

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 hands 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 of costume 

and make-up In Yak~ag~na 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 d~tail, 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 who 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". 
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IV THE ANALYSIS OF A PERFORMANCE TEXT 

The Last s~ene of Jar~sandha 

In the preceding chapters, we have looked at the 

various aspects of Yak~ag~na and their signifying proc-

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 buildin9 up of the 

discourse. This discourse, will in turn have a signify-

ing process ·which is made up of these discrete parts and 

yet is 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 

lead 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. Accord-

ing to Indian aesthetics, the ultimate aim of all art is 

rasanubhava - aesthetic experience. This chapter 

also try to study how the performance discourse vAll 

'I 
lead to rasanubhava. • ; 

.. - __ J_ -~--
The performance text chosen for analysis is Jar~-

sandha. Jarasandha's story appears in The Mahabharat. 

In Yak~agana literature, there are several prasangas on 

the same theme. Two prasangas, one by Hattianga9i 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 . Ra jasuyadh1.-1ara by an unknown poet of . 
l 

Taleppadi and Agrapijje by Bishtappa Kavi. The perform 
2 

ance under study is of Agrap~ie by Bishtappa Kavi. 

The prasanga is about the R-ajasuya Yaga performed 

by the Pan9avas, of which Jarasandha's story forms only 

a part. As has been pointed out in 11.7, many prasangas 

depicting the wicked characters have, in recent times, 

undergone a change (through editing) whereby only the 

wicked characters get highlighted. The present perform-

ance is ·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 in the 

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

came to be called Magadha Vadhe (The killing of 

Magadha). Now a days it is performed just under the 
t.j: 

name Jar~sandha. Thus the shift of emphasis is ~ade 

explicit in the name itself. 

The present analysis is based on a performance of 

this prasanga in _Bahrain by Sri Igagunji Mahagaryapati 

Yakyagana Man9ali, 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 Yak~agana. 

The changed performance space and context have no doubt 

subtly changed the performance text but for the purpose 
ji 
il 

of my analysis, I have considered these changes 'Don- •J 

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 Resum~ of the narrative up to the scene 

analysed. 

The story is taken from The Mah~bh~rata, and deals 

with the killing of Jar~sandha, the king of Magadha. 

The prasanga begins with the Odd~laga(court) of Dharma-

raya in Indraprastha. Narada tells the Panqavas that 

they should perform Rajasuya Yaga whereby their father's 

soul would be purified. Dharmar~ya asks his brothers' 

opinions regarding the performing of the Yaga. They all 

agree that they can undertake this Yaga provided Vasu-

deva is in favour of it. so, Indrasena is sent to 

Dwaraka to bring KF~Qa to Indraprastha. 

The scene shifts to Krsna's court where Indrasena ... 

comes as the emissary. Kr?ra agrees to come and decides 

to make use of this opportunity to kill his old enemy 

Jarasandha. He meets Satyabhama and tells her that he 
!\ 
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has received pleas from innumerable kings who have been 

arrested by Jarasandha. He is going to free 'them now. 

She asks humorously how Kr~Qa can save them when t,; he 
•' 

himself had to turn away from his place seventeen times 

because of Jarasandha. He says that he will get Jara-

-
sandha killed by Bhima and thus he will get the Kings 

released. 

K~sQa 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 him tribute, R~ja-

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,. . . 
I 

Salva, who are all brave and famed warriors. Specially 

Jarasanda would never agree, because he 1s Kr9~a's enemy 

(K~9~a had killed Kamsa, the son-in-law of Jarasandha). 
1: 

He tells them that he was himself defeated several times 

by Jarasandha. In order to arouse their anger, he says 

that he can not see any brave warrior amongst them who 

can defeat Jarasandha and without defeating him, Raja-

suya can never be performed. Bhima, pricked by this 

innuendo, declares that with Kr$~a's blessings, he will 

kill Magadha (Jarasandha). These are the words for 

which Krsna 1s waiting . . . . He happily says that he is now 
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confident and leads Bhima and Arjuna ' to Jarasandha' s 

capital Magadha. 

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

dr-ums. Jl.r juna asks K r; s;J!a how Jacasandha go_t th.es.~. 

' 
drums. Kf$Qa tell them the story of how ~iva killed ~he 

demon Magha and cutoff his three heads. Magha's brother 
/ I 

Vra~a confronted Siva and Siva, out of his skin made 

three drums and played on them. Jarasandha's father got 
I 

these drums from Siva and placed them on the hill Giriv-

The drums, when struck, cause such terror in Mthe 
'.; 
'.) 

hearts of enemies that they surrender without a fight. 
::.,· 

Jarasandha, using these drums had defeated innumerable 

kings and had put them all in prison. 

-
Kr$~a 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 Jar~sandha's 'world' shakes. This is 

the first appearance of Jarasandha, who enters the stage 

as though he is spinning, with fear and worry writ large 

on his face. He is advised by the brahmins to perform 
/ 

Santi - a r-eligious ceremony for peace. 

In the next scene, we see Jarasandha inviting the 

brahmins for the ceremony. Krs;rya Bhima and Arjuna enter 

in the guise of br-ahmins. Jarasandha is slightly won-

derstruck looking at 
; 

.1ave these three brahmins who 
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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 1n his mind. 

The sight of three brahmins together is supposed to be a 

bad omen. They do not even bless. This arouses his 

suspicion. 'l'he section annlysed begins from here. 

IV.l.b Costume and Make-up 

The conceptual basis of costume and make-up Din 
i) 

Yak~aq~n~ has nlrcndy heen discussed in ITI.S. f-lere, we 

have a fine example of how costumes denote the internal 

qualities of a character and not the present stabe . 
. !: 

Kr~~a, Bhima and Arjuna are supposed to have the entered 

Jarasandha's court disguised as brahmins. But they .. do 

not change their costume. Infact they continue to wear 

the same costumes which denote them as royal personages. 

Krsna wears a Kedige mandale headdress [Fig.37]. 
3 

wears a munQasa and Arjuna a crown. 

Bhima 

Jarasandha's role was traditionally presented as a 

bar:u;ada ve~a (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 1s 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 Yak9agana, but was 

devised by Sri Shambhu Hegde (the actor who plays J~r~-

sandha's role in this performance). He has used the 

traditional crown worn by kings and has added the circle 
... -: 

of the crown worn by demons( Fig 36). This is a ;:fine 

instance of individual creative talent, working within 

the convent ions of Yak9agana and using the codes fo-r a 

new signification. 

Jarasandha's make-up also denotes his cruelty. 

The horizu.Jtal marks on the forehead and the colour 

around his eyes denote it. All othEo s wear vertical 

marks ,on the forehead. The significance of these is 

discussed 1n III.S.c. Jar~sandha also wears a -long 

cloth on his shoulders, which signifies that he 1s 

engaged in performing the religious ceremony for peace. 

IV.2 The Analysis 

The analysis will concentrate mainly on the pro-

gress1on of the discourse in the performance text and to 

see how the different media function together in · the 

creation of that discourse. Media like dance and music 

are basically non-linguistic and the 'meaning' they 

generate 1s also largely non-linguistic and so 'only 

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

contains thirty songs starting from the moment of actual 

encounter between Jar~sandha and the other three (Kr~~a, 

-
Bhima and Arjuna). It ends with the killing of Jara-

-
sandha by Bhima and the final summation of Kr$Qa. For 

the purpose of analysis I have divided the episode taken 

into five ensembles. Thjs division is based on the 

linear progression of the performance. Each ensemble is 

also divided into subensembles and each song has been 

taken as a s0oensemble. 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) Jar~sandha's thoughts on seeing the three men in 

disguise 

- songs 1 to 6 

2) Initial skirmish - K~$rya's challenge; identity rrot 

yet revealed 

- songs 7 to 15 

3) Identity revealed; Jarasandha's mockery of Kr~pa 

- songs 16 to 20 

4) Challenge for a duel; Jarasandha's choice of Bhima 

- songs ~1 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 Yak~ag~na, made in Chapters 

II and III. 

IV.2.a Ensemble l (Songs l to 6) 

(The translation of songs from the written texi is 

g1ven in the beginning of each ensemble followed by the 

analysis) -

l. He reflected and thought that these [persons] 

are not immortals of the earth [brahmins]. 

2. What a wonder 0 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 1n this world [to 

challenge me]. The Kings of Nagapura [Kauravas] 

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. Tbe 

arrival of these men in disguise is strange in­
S 

deed. 

. .. 
'--...~·-:'It,,,,_. 

These songs are like Jarasandha's soliloquy. He 

-
looks at K~~Qa 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 sense 

of security ~nd self confidence have already been shaken 

by the destruction of the drums. Now the arrival of 
'r 

these men in disguise fills him with fresh doubt. Frpm 

doubt he moves on to wonder which becomes the Stna'yi 

; 

Sthayi and other bhavas are cognised not merely for the 

character as a whole but also for separate phases and 

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 

him. To him, the kings of this earth are like clothes 
'7 

he has used and discarded. Along with the word 'dis-

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 sh~rp 
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muktaya (ending beats and steps). So, from wonder, his 
-

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 l.S 

certain that the Pan9avas would not indulge in warfare 

with him, without reason. 

Then he remembers the Yadavas, specially K~9~a. 

They have been his enemies whom he has defeated seven-

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

group of cowherds and their leader K~~Qa! Couldri't tAey 
6 

find a proper leader even?" The crux of the discourse 

is established here. The major thematic opposition is 

between the forces of good and evil as represented ~by 

K~~~a and Jarasandha. Apparently Jarasandha has nothing 

but contempt for K~~Qa. But deep within him, he has 

fear and admiration for him. This also gets established 

in the acting. The linear progression is thus broken 

and paradigmatically the tension between the two, estab-

lished. It also has intertextual connotations that take 

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 in the eyes, hands and the entire body pos-.,.,· 
" 
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ture, where the actor kneels on the seat with one foot 

on it. Virarasa is expressed in gestures of fight as 

well as in the dance where the energy of the dance 
u 

itself becomes a sign for valour and bravery. Many 

words are gesturally represented. The actor emphasises 

certain other words by intoning them along with the 

bh~gavata. 

In the improvised_speeches for these songs, the 

bhagavata reacts to Jarasandha's speech 1n monosylla-

bles. The other characters, though they are present on 

the stage, do not react. The speech pattern can be 

compared to an 'aside' in Western drama. But the ques-

tion of aside or soliloquy does not arise in Yak~agana 

because the bh~gavata is supposed to be omnipresent and 

the ·characters speak to him in such situations. Thus 

the bhagavata 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 bh~gavata's role can be compared to that of 

the chorus in a Greek tragedy. 

This ensemble introduces the first encounter 

between Jarasandha on the one hand and Kr~Qa, Bhima and 

Arjuna on the other. In 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 
l . . , 

sancari bhavas through song, dance and acting. ~he 

representation through gest~res and mridr~s als6 add~to 

the elaboration. 

IV.2.b Ensemble 2 (Songs 7 to 15) 

7. "Who can oppose me?" thought the king and 

then addressed Kr~~a, Arjuna and Vrakodara re-

spectfully. 

8. And said, "why have you come to my 

the guise of the immortals of the earth? 

\\ 
·~ 

town :~ in 

In such 

a disguise proper for respectful men? Speak out 

quickly". 

9. "Will persons enter the house of enemies 

except in disguise? 0 king, we have come for 

confrontation with the enemy" spoke the destro-yer 

of the demons' race. 

I 
10. "0 Siva! 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 
!i 

brother of these kings? What is your heartburn Jif 

I imprison them? Tell me" said [Jarasandha]. 

14. "To kill the \vicked and to protect those that 

';_\ 

have come under my shelter and thereby uphold 

Dharma is my task. Stop your vituperation". 

1 I 
15. "Siva Siva! are you the consecrated indivTdu-

al [Dik~it] for punishing the guilty and protect-

ing the innocent? Have you come hearing the cry 

of the kinqs to get them released? I have wit-

nessed the greatest wonder in the world today. 

Bot why the reluctance to reveal your 
7 

Spoke [Jarasandha). 

identity?" 

If the first ensemble represented the thoughts of 

Jar~sandha, this ensemble presents the actual encounter. 

Jar~sandha confronts the three and asks them for their 

identification. The challenges ana the counter chal-

lenges are like the initial thrusts of a fencing bout 

where eqch 1s testing the other. Jarasandha is 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 

1n 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 (v~-

qadhari), because he can see through their disguise. 

means the wearer of a dress or 

disguise. The same word is also used for Yak~ag~na 

artists~ Thus, based on this pun, an interesting dia-

logue ensues. This is an exampl~ of 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 upon 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. 

KF~~a's reply (song 9), starts with an elaborate 

dance. The dance highlights Kr~Qa's character as a 

whole, as a protector of Dharma and also the present 

challenge that he throws to Jarasandha. Several words in 
. . I 

the" song like' 'enemy', 'enter' and 'confrontation' 

represented by mudr~s. After the first half of 
\ 
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song, only rhythmic beats are played on the instruments 

for which the actor does· nrtta (pure dance). This dance 

conveys K~~rya 1 s grace and charm. 

In this ensemble, we see the typical structure of 

a prasanga when two characters confront each other. The 

songs alternate between the two characters This 

structure of the written script also determines the way 

such confrontations are presented on the stag~. The 

confrontation does not take place simultaneously bJt 

follows a cyclical pattern as indicated by the sqngs. 
\i.._ 
c; 

In Yak~ag~na, the right side of the stage is the ~ 1 ac-

" tive 1 side and the left 1 passive 1
• (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 1 s point of view, but ·that 

practice has not been followed here as the Yak9ag-ana 

stage has spectators on all three sides.) 

The relation between two persons can often be 

gauged by the spatial distance they maintain between 

them in different social cultural contexts. E.T. Hall 

has studied the use of these spatial codes in society 
8 

and he call's such a study proxemics. In theatre, 

proxem1cs is used as a p::Jwerful sign. The distance 

between characters, their movements towards or away from 
ji 

someone, the pDsit ion they occupy on the stage - " all· 

175 



signify a certain meaning. proxemics 

as a signifying device works in a different way. The 

character who 1s enacting the song is always o~ 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 1s fixed and does not change. In ~ 

some cases, if the character is a king in his own court, ~ 
~ 

or if 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, 1n the present 

instance, sits on the seat after each of his songs and 

it is only K~~~a who moves right for each of his songs 

until the active involvement of Bhima and Arjuna when 

the spatial relations get a different dimension. 

So~gs 11 and 12 represent K~~~a's challenge. The 

songs are in faster tempi (k~la) where Kr~~a tries to 

enrage Jar~sandha. The mandikuQita (pirouetting on the 

knees, Fig 13) is always used to signify this challenge. 

He taunts and irritates Jarasandha. The virabhava 

(heroism) exhibited by Kr9Da is to be understood in the 

larger context of his personality. He is only exhibit-

ing the heroism to annoy and enrage Jarasandha. Jara-

sandha falls to K(9Qa's trap. He accepts the challenge 

(as represented by his pirouetting on the knees). 
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So:tg 14 contains the religious motif of the 
n 

pra+ --"--

sanga-Kr~Qa as the upholder of Dharma. In his dia-

logues, Kr~Qa has already emphasised how Jarasandha has 

broken the Raja Dharma by arresting the kings who h~ 

surrendered to him. So he declares that he has come to 

fulfill the motto of his life - punishing the wicked. 

So:tgs which contain such ostensible religious motif are 

not usually elaborated in performances now a days (as a 

result of the process of secularisation). 

'J'l1e vn:-itten text con:_:;i.sts mostly of songs that are 

sung to rhythm ~nd also some that are sung without a 

rhythmic pattern and so without the percussion instru-

m2nts. Song 15 is one such example. The song begins in 

mockery of the claims of Kf~~a by Jar~sandha, that his 

task is to punish the guilty and protect the good. The 

mockery here takes the form of vismaya (wonder). The 

actor communicates this through his eyes and posture. 

Th2 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 sth~yi bh~va is also present and all the boast-

ing of Jar~sandha and his mockery of Kf~~a have to be 

understood in this light. 
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IV.2.c Ensemble 3 (Songs 16 to 20) 

man!" 

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 Acyuta, 

was filled with wonder and drowning and floating 

in the sea of massive mirth sp~ke thus to his 

people. 

18. "Do you know who this person is, he is my own 

kin, the nephew of Kamsa; so he becomes my grand-

son". 

19. "Kn~w his caste you all and know his 

co:1duct". 

20. "0 cowherd listen, having defeated the weak 

kings you have become head strong. Do you con-

front me with that courage? Kudos to you brave 
9 

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 Kr~pa - his true foe. Jadi-

sandha's longstanding e:1mity and hatred of Krsna are 
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also revealed. 

Song 16 provides a fine illustration of how the 

performance text differs from the written text. 

sonq Krsn~ reveals his identity first and that 

In the 

of the 

o~her two, later. But in the performance, during the 

soeech, he i~troduces Bh~ma and \riuna first a,d does 

not introduce himself until Jar~sandha questions him 

with a meaningful gesture and glance. This adds to the 

theatrical impact. 

This song also provides an example of certain 

problems posed by the double .articulation of acting. 

Th~ identity of the three is revealed twice - first in 

the sang and again later in the dialogue. When should 

Jar~sandha react? The expression of shock and surpr1se 

1s very important as it leads directly to his reaction 

as reveaJed in the next song. During the song dance se-

quence, J~~sandha does not react at all. He remains 

totally 'indifferent'. It is only during the speech of 

Krsna that he shows his reaction. The audience also 

does not feel 'cheated' because the suspense has already 

been revealed in the song. Infact what appears like a 

suspense 1s nat a secret at all. It is part of the 

shared common knowledge based on which the discourse is 

built up. Thus. the attention of the spectators is 

directed nat towards knowing the secret but towards 
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knowing Jar~sandh~'s reaction, when the identity is 

revealed. The attention is thus focussed on the dis-

course 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 usual 

Yak~ag~na spectator's point of view, a performance has 

high and low moments. Song 17 is one such 'high' mom~nt 

.. eagerly awa 1 ted for' by the spectators. This··--80119- ·-;rs····· 

one of the most famous in the prasanga. The song does 

not contain any dialogue but only stage direction (in 

the usual sense of the term). This song shows how even 

the 'stage direction' can be dramatically very powerful. 

The expression of 'massive mirth' is the essence 

of action here. The mirth is expressed in the 

body. Jar~sandha stumbles from the seat, swaying his 

whole body and laughing loudly. In 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 theatre 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 creates 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 as it were. Theatrical presentation quite 

often makes use of a part of an object to stand for a 

whole 
r: 

(a door frame representing a house for exampLe). 

Semioticinn.s of theatre have called such devices, 

scenic 
10 

r1c. 

synecdoches taking the term from classical rheto~ 

What has been discussed so far, perhaps pres~nts 

the opposite method of signification where the whole 

(the actor's entire body) is ~~de to represent a part. 

This gay abandon 1n Jar~sandha's life is also 

perhaps his last before his end. 

Breaking the linear progression, songs 18 and 19 

deal with the past life of Kr~pa. Jar~sandha 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 fpn of Kr9rya's relation with 

gopies in a tone of mockery. But at the immanent level 

we also recognise the conflicting emotions of rage, 

appreciation and fear. Jarasandha's hatred of Krqrya is 

so intense that he unknowingly becomes the 'other'. In 

his words like 'my own kin' this double sense can be 

perceived. On the one hand Krsna is related to him ... 
through his own son in law Kamsa. In the philosophical 

sense too it is true that Kr9~a has come to 'do good' to 
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J.arasandha. 

Song 20 is the challenge thrown by Jarasandha to 

The song lS sung in a fast tempo and is, not 

elaborated. Anger being the main emotion here, it does 

not allow for elaboration or even for gestural represen-

tat ion. The tension begins building up leading to the 

final scene of the fight. 

IV. 2. d Ensemble 4 (Songs 21 to 27) 

21. "Which is the ornament for the brave - mere 

boasting or the clang of sharp swords? 
jl 

If·~ you 

are all that brave, challenge us for a ~ight 

without fear" said the father of Mara [Madana]. 

22. "Cowboy listen, [I shall] 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 Phalagurya [Arju-

na] quivering in rage. 

24. Listen Magadha, have you become victorious 

over Bhima and others just because you have de-

feated [Bala] 

mountain. 

25. "0 
\ 

evil 

R~ma?" scolded the lifter of the 

man, listen, you proudly decl<1red 
t~ 

that ypu would lay low all three of us; let that 
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be; I shall reckon your courage if you defeat one 

of us" said [K~~rya]. 

26. "You are courageous in running [away from the 

battle field]. 1 can never equal you in [such a] 

fight; so today, 1 am afraid of fighting with 

you" . 

27. The courageous warrior then said that Bhima 

was his equal in strength and offered to fight 
11 

with him. 

In th~J ensemble, the confrontation really heats 

up with charges and counter charges bei·~ exchanged. We 

also get to know the reason for Jarasandha's hatred ;6f 

-
Kr~pa. It ends with Jar~sandha choosing Bhima for the 

fight which is the theme of the next ensemble. 

Song 21 shows Kr~ra challenging Jar~sandha to show 

his mettle in battle and not in mere boasting. In his 

speech, he also defends his past actions. Most war 

scenes in Yak~ag~na have a fixed structure of challenge 

and counter challenge, charge and counter charge before 

the actual fight. Here also we see the same structure 

with a change. All these challenges ·are made by Kr~rya, 

but the actual 'challenger' for the duel is Bhima and 

not himself. That is because the opposition of the 

discourse is between K~~rya and Jar~sandha and Bhima acts 
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only as Kr~~a's agent. 

The motive behind Jarasandha's hatred of Krsna , 1s 

revealed in song 22. His daughters have become widows 

because of K~~~a. - Jarasandha declares that he is going 

to quench the fire of their sorrow with Kr~Da's blood. 
~-

His wrath is expressed here. If we use The Natya Sas-

tra's approach, Jar~sandha's daughter's sorrow beco~es 

the v ibh2wa ( 1 it. the cause of the bhava or 

3eterminant); the actor's glaring eyes, the clenched \ 

fists and the quivering body become the anubhava (conse-

quents) which transmit the sentiment of Kr5dha (rage) to 

the spcctatm::-s in whom it becomes the raudra rasa (the 

furious). This act of 'carrying the meaning' is the 

task of the actor. As Rangacharya says, 

nothing but the acting of the anubhava 
12 

bhava". 

"Abhinaya _is 

In the improvised dialogue after this song, Jara-

-· 
sandha addresses Bhima and Arjuna. He says that as 

"'..:.) 

K~atriyas, they deserved greater respect from him. "But 

you have come in support of the cowherd who has no 

respect and so you also did not get the respect you 

deserved. Kr~rya has come desiring his death. Leave him 

to me and go back". The written script gives no clue to 

Jarasandha's address to Bhima and Arjuna, but these 

words give a link to the next song which 1s Arjuna's 
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reaction. Details like these are part of the unwritten 

tradition regarding the performance of th~ prasanga 

called nade (see II.4 for details). --·- This shows 
13
the 

importance of na<Je in the performance score. 

Proxemics as a signifying element has already been 

referred to. In the preceding sonqs from 9 to 21 Kr?~a 

moved left whenever Jar~sandha had songs to enacted. 

But in this song K~?~a does not move left. This pla·ces 

-
Jarasandha 1n the centre, K~~~a on the right and Shima 

and Arjuna on the left. This spatial positioning be-

comes FJ powerful visual siqn as .Jarasandha tries to 

bring a schism between them. 

That his strategy of 1 divide and rule• does not 

succeed 1s made manifest in the next song ( 2 3) 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 p~rformance though the written 

sc~ipt contains them. Taking this kind of freedom with 

the written script is accepted in Yak~agana. The link 

between these songs is provided in the improvised di;a-

logues by the actors. Infact their words are suppos~d 

to lead to the next song. ·For example;· just· bef.cfi:'e ·so-rig 

24, Jar2i"sandha says, 11 Arjuna, for a trial of strength,· I 
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need not fight with you. In the past, I have defeated 

Balarama, K~~rya's br-other". This is the clue for the 

bhagavata to start the next song,24, which 1s Krsna's 

reply to Jar~sandha. 

K~~pa brings Jar~sandha to the present, telling 

him to choose one among them. But Jarasandha, harps to 

the past again to make fun of KI90a now. He says Krsna 
~ -. 

has become famous for runn1ng away from the battle 

field.Irony and mockery is the chief note of the song. 

The act of "running away" is presented in the dance 1n 

different ways and for this purpose the lines of the 

song are also repeated. Whenever the elaboraticn of Jiny 

one moment takes place in this manner, the 
.. 

progress1on 

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 progression 

of the narrative are considered "low" moments by the 

spectators, many of whom simply stroll out for a cup of 

tea during such moments. 

This song again provides an example of spatial 

relations on the stage. The Yak9agana code not merely 

specifies that the "active" character should be on the 

right but also that the 'passive recepient' of the song, 

that is the character to whom the song 1s addressed 
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should always be to the left of the 'active' character. 

Before song 26, K~~~a and Arjuna are both to the right 

of Jarasandha. As soon as the song begins, K~qrya 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 

-
placed dress and weapons before Hari, Bhima and 

Partha. He also dressed suitably for the fight. 

29. "0 king, weapons like boH arrow and axe fl}ay 

be necessary in warfare for you; fight me with 

bare hands if you have for capacity" said the son 

of wind. 

30. "0 son of wind, listen, it is said that :we 

two are equal in strength in this world. 
13 

shall see if it is true or false''. 

Now .we 

This ensemble presents the actual duel and the 

summation done at the end by Kr9Qa. Song 28 is in the 

metre Bhamini. Like song 15, this is also sung with0ut 

percussion instruments. 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, Jar~sndha exits. 

After his exit, K~~0a expresses his joy because his ploy 

-has succeeded. He tells Bhima that he will give hi~ 

proper directions during the fight at appropriate mo-

ments. Then these three also make their exit. 

All four enter again. The costume rema1ns 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 ~he 

symbolic mode of representation of Yak9agana. The dance 

representing war is one of the few fixed choreographic 

items in Yak~agana. 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 bare hands here. This kind of fight is 

called malla yuddha (a type of wrestling). During the 

entire fight, there 1s no song. The music consists~ of 

only rhythmic patterns played on cymbals and percus~ion 
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instruments. 

Just ~s the fight is about to begin, Krsna stands 

on the seat in the deep centre stage. He is thus 

'heightened'. The denotative meaning is that he stands 

there to give guidance to Bhima during the fight. But 

the connotative meaning 1s 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). Infacnt 
[ ~ 

-
the entire performance becomes his lila. 

The fight begins with an apparent show of strength 

by the two contestants. This is conveyed by slappi~g 

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 1s 'demon-

strated' by mimes and gestures. They first take a round 

of the stage in 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 lS followed by the actual contact when they hold 

hands (as 1n 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 from the left of the bhagavata. This pract£ce 

is almost never broken.) The exit of one of the contes~-

ants after a fight is a signifier for a defeat or deat:h. 

What exactly it is, can be known only in the improvised 

speech. 

Battle scenes are well developed choreographic 

items in Yak~ag~na, but in this performance, it is shown 

very briefly. Many aspects of the war dance are left 

out. This is also another facet of secularisation. 

Jar~sandha is projected in sympathetic terms, the pun-

ishment meted out to him is also minimised in visual 

presentation. Thus the fight comes to a sudden end. 

Krsna ... in 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. In the original epic 

narrative, these details are given great prominence. 

But in Yak~ag~na, 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. K~~Qa's speech at the end gives an idea of· how 

the end is compressed. "This is the end of Jarasan<lqa. 

But the throne here, has to be handed over to his son 
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Sahad~va, who has also agreed to pay the ransom and help 

you in your RajasDya Yaga. All the Kings in the prison 

have been released. They have also agreed to come to 

the yaga. Our work here is over. Then why wait? We 

shall proceed". All three depart in style using the 

dance representing JOUrney. 

A traditional Yak~agna performance should end with. 

manga~a (the auspicious closure with prayers being 

offered to gods). But because of the totally different 

performance context (it was performed 1n a foreign 

country), it is dispensed with here. 

IV.3 G0nclusi0n 

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 ~11 
I 

creative activity. It is this new significance that 
' I 

leads to aesthetic pleasure· or· rasanubhava .· 

Perhaps one way of understanding how this new 

significance is 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 is 
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religious.' Even th'e 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 Yak9agana has a continuous unbroken 

tradition of centuries, the new significance is created 

not by a total break from the prasanga (or the perform-

ance texts of the past), but by a shift of emphasis 

within the frame ~ork of the written text. Thus if in 

the written text the emphasis is on an overtly religious 

motif, the present day performances try to find the 

mean1ng within the human context. This aspec~ 
fi 

can._: be 

related to the process of secularisation referred to, in 

I I. 7. At the same time, it should be kept in mind that 
,, 

the performance text can not take the freedom of alter-

ing the narrative. All the elements contained in the 

prasanga (which in turn are drawn from the original' epic 

narrative) are maintained. But the significance is 

altered by emphasising and highlighting certain aspects 

(already extant in the prasanga) and by underemphasizing 

others. 

In the written text Agrapuje, the opposition in 

the discourse is between good and evil. Kf~Qa and Jar~-

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. Jaras~ndha remains wicked but other aspect~ of 

his character also get highlighted. In KfyQa's chqrac-
i 

ter on the other hand, his shrewdness, and his diplo~acy 

teeter of Dharma. 

Aeco(~~\:}!19-,fu:> tradition, Jarasandha should be presented 

as belonging to the category of demons (baqnada vesa) . 
--£---

The shift of emphasis of the present performance is made 

visually manifest in the costume. Here we have a 

'humanised' Jarasandh-a. His psychic state and 1,.7 the ,, 

highly ~omplex emotional tension that exists between·him 

and K~~Qa, become the crux of the discourse. Jadisandha 

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 presence 

of the three persons in disguise fills him with doubt 

and this is to be seen in conjunction with the earlier 

happening. Through a small mention in song 5, Jarasand-

ha's •other• in the configuration of the discourse, 

K~~ra, is introduced. Jarasandha's changing sentiments 

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 

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 Kr~~a, the 'other' of the discourse, we have.an 

astute statesman who defeats Jarasandha in the psycho-

logical duel between them, much before Bhima kills him 

1n the physical duel. Krsna decides to 'use' Bhima to . . . 

get rid of his old enemy. He irritates and enrages 

Jarasandha to accept to the duel - not with him but with 

-
Bhima. All the while he keeps his cool and this enrages 

Jar~sandha even further. He knows that the real defeat 

of Jarasandha is not 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 - Kr~Qa and Jarasandha, and not between 

the abstract concepts of good and evil. 
' ' 

The audienceiin 

tur~ 1s made to sympathise with this 'humanised' Jar a-
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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CONCLUSION 



V GGNGI.GSIGN 

V.l The fascination of Yak~agana is so great to 

one who has been initiated into it, that the moment one 

hears· the rhythmic beats of caRqe and maddale, one is 

drawn fo the place of the performance. Anyone who has 

been brought up in the Malenad region of Karnataka knows 

how strong this attraction of Yak9agana is. This un-

doubtedly is part of the reason for its great popularity 

even today, in the region of its activity. This popu-

larity is not restricted to any one class or group. A 

look at. the variety of spectators one comes across in 

any Yak9agana performance would reveal its wide appeal. 

"The audience is a pot pol:l~ri of college professors, 

doctors, lawyers, school teachers, merchants, 

house wives, ~ishermen, construction workers, 
l 

students, 

factory 

workers, farmers and servants." This mingling of 

people of all classes and age groups is typical of the 

patronage that Yak9agana has received over the ages. It 

has grown amongst the people and has become an important 

part of their cultural life. Yakqagana 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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Yak9agana undoubtedly deserves to be ranked among 

other classical dance forms 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 Yak~ag~-

na. The reasons are not hard to seek. Improvised 

dialogue is one of the unique features that distinguish­

es Yak9agana from other dance drama forms of India. 

This uniqueness itself has perhaps come in the way of 

its becoming popular in non-Kannada speaking regions. 

Shivaram Karant tried to overcome this handicap 1n an 

experimental troupe that he organised .(Yak~aranga) where 

he got rid of improvised dialogues altogether. This 

experimental succeeded 1n reaching the non-Kannada 

speaking audience nodoubt, but was not generally accepted 

by the tra~itional Yak9ag~na viewers because they felt 

that the uniqueness of the medium was lost. 

At the present moment, Yak9ag~na is truly in a 

state of flux. There are more than thirty professional-

ly organised troupes and a good number of amateur ones. 

New prasangas are written every year and changes at 

different.levels are taking place at a fast pace~ Thus 

the code and structure of Yak9agana are getting altered. 

Commercialisation has also played its part 1n 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 tq 

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 Yak~agana like 

mus1c, dance and make-up. Several books on different 

aspects of Yakqagana have been published. The credit 

for this new awareness and awakening should go primarily 

to Shivaram Karant, the famous Kannada writer and social 

activist, who, for the last forty years, has been in-

valved ln the ressuruction of Yak~agana in various 

capacities. The present study can also be seen as part 

of this new awakening so far as Yak~agana is concerned. 

V.2 The main purpose of the present study has ~een to 

analyse the significatory process of Yak~agana by relat~ 

ing it to the culture context. As one who has been 

witnessing Yakqagana performances for more than twenty 

years, I can definitely say that the study came as a 

revelation to me. It opened my eyes to innumerabl~ 

aspects of Yakqagana at the micro and macro level of 

which I was not aware earlier. It also increased my 

respect for Yak9agana, because the study made me realise 
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that each small detail is a product of intellection. 

Some of the findings of this study, I am sure, will be 

of great interest to all those who are interested in 

Yak~ag~na, which includes not only the Yak~ag~na 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 p~rvaranga was function~ 

ally important. This study concentrated on that aspect 

and was able to reason out how pijrvaranga plays a func-

tiona! role in the performance. The Oddolaga (entry of 

characters) becomes important because it functions in 

two ways : the character is introduced to the audience 

and at the Rame time the actor also 'enters' the charac-

ter. These two functions take place simultaneously 

bringing home forcefully to the spectators the actor'~ 

function as a s1gn. The narratology of 'the written· 
" 

texts and its relation to another medium like Harikath~ 

has also been highlighted. The principle underlying the 

system of representation in Yak9agana was studied in 

'symbolic representation' by contrasting it with the 
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assumptions behind a realistic representation. The 

changes taking place in Yak~ag~na have been st~died in 

the context of the social and cultural changes in the 

last part of chapter II. These changes have been seen 

as central to a synchronic understanding of Yak9ag~na. 

Chapter III has been focussed on abhinaya and the 

role of the actor in the semiotic process. Certain 

unique features of Yak~ag~na acting like its double 

-articulation have been recognised. Attempt has also 

been made to relate Yak~agana•s approach to acting to an 

Indian theory of acting. To my knowledge, no separate 

1s perhaps the first instance of a study of the process 

of acting in Yak9agana by seeing it in the perspective 

of different approaches to acting. 

The integrative approach of semiotics has 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 isolat~d 

instances resulting out of the carelessness or weariness 

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 whole as a result of seculari-

sation. When viewed in this light, these small and 

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 a~sthetics has been integrated into the 

semiotic study for this purpose. 

Chapter IV has tried to integrate the isolated 

aspects sttJdied earlier by relating them to one specific 

performance text, because in theatre, it is the perform~ 

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 Yak~ag~na lead to the 

discourse at the manifest and the immanent levels. 

The study, has of necessity, been an incomplete 

one. I am keenly aware of the limitations inherent in 

makinq qeneraljsation on a form based only on a repre-

sentational analysis. Perhaps the most glaring omission 

1n this study has been the role of music. But the 

study of mus1c would have necessitated a different 

methodology. In addition, the semiotic approach if 

applied mechanically may lead to many pitfalls. In 

search for signs and the process of signification, 

200 



semiotics of theatre has the danger of seeing the per-

formance as static. Infact the semiotic approach to 

theatre has often been accused of freezing "the actor,; 

the performance space and the event into a system where 

everything is foreseen, where every element 1s semiot-

ized 

machine". 

trapped in the grip of an 
2 

infernal signifying 

But in theatre, quite often, the unpredict-

able takes place, because in theatre one normally knows 

what will happen but can never predict how it will 

happen. Added to this is the response I participatio0 

of the audience which vari~s from performance to per~ 

formance which nodoubt conditions the actor•s creative 

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 understanding of rhetorical 

stage movements, a flexible model that takes into acr-

count the subjectivity of the spectator and finally the 
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capacity to apply the semiotic approach to 
3 

nisms of cognition and ideology". 

the .. mecha-

The present study has been an attempt in tha to 

direction. 
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Purva Ranga - The Prelm inari es 

Fig.l. The B~Ia,gopalas 

Fig.2. C1ose up 

-~-----



Fig.3. The crown (vvitl1 the waist ornament) ttsecl -- ~ - - . ~ 

as an o\Jject of , worsl1jp (a sign of Lorcl Ganesh). 

Fig.J . 



O~qolaga (ot ·Pandavas) - The Entry of Characters 

Fig.S. Single actor revealing his back 

All five shov.ring their pr0file 



Fig. 7. Front Pose 

Fig.S. A.il five dancing in a circle after the curtain is cliscarctecl 

----- ----



Fig .l 0 . 

enter eel 
c~f the \:.'dr:lol.J,e;a . .:i.fter all ftre cl1a.n.cters have 

' ' 

-
I\icdkJ, dancing 0n the seat. 2xliibiting his ,ioy on seeing Sairandhri 
(Dra.upa.cU ) 



~- 1 1 t 1 g 0 ...... 0 (right). taking King RututJ.:u·na in . . chariot 

Fl g. 1 2. A King holding a bow an ~! arrow 



Dance 

Fig . 13. 

- , t r • r·_) •
1
. r . ,.... __ ~ 1·1 r· ,·. ,...._._,, ::-1. r·r·t ,,._J ',• ·1. 1.1 \ 00 ·- ··! 3d ;),E'r_; • ' ' 

Fig.14. King, p0wer etc. Fig.15 . "Lis ten " 



En mi t·· fig . l 7 . Lo':e. friendship 

-f\am a. 



Fig.20 . Fores~ Fig.21 . 

fig.Z2 . F ig .2J . 



Fig.24. A King and a young hero (I\edige manclale) 

Fig.2S. Krsna . .. 



Fig .2?. 

Fig.26. 
I 

Dapratha \Vith his sons Bharata and Satrughna 
(Notice the different head dresses) 

- ----..,--

Eirata (,1 hunter) 
(C~ r () 55 mu.ndasJ.) 

Fig.28. Sa.ges ·viswamitra and 
• 

"t/asistha • 



Fig.29. Female Chara·cters 

Fig.31. H a r i s c 11 an (l r a . 
after he become.s a ~A·a.tchman 

_· Fig.JO. Buffoons 

- --- j --1 -. ~~· · ~ ..._..........._ 

Fig.32 . Bannacta Ve~a 
(D emo ness) 



/ 

Fig.33. 
... 

Hanuman Fig ~84. . In~~~~j_itu __ at~~- - !3ava9~ _ 
(Horizontal marks on the forehead) 

Fig.35. Kliapurup (Time) and Rama 



Fig .36 . SlumlJI1~i Hegcte as J.~rasandha 

Fig.J7. J.s Rrsna . .. 
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' 

Ker~-

mane, in Bahrain, featuring Shambhu Hegde, Krishna Yaji 

and others. All references to the dialogues and enact-

ment are to this video record: Hence, this source ~as 

not been mentioned hereafter. 

7 
Bishtappa Kavi, p.l4. In the original, the direct 

speech is not demarcated· by quotation marks. They have 

been inserted in the translation~ 
8 

Edward T. Hall, The Silent Language (1959, rpt. 

N.Delhi: Affiliated East West Press Pvt. Ltd., 1973). 

9 
Bish~appa Kavi, p.l5. 

10 
Keir Elam, op.cit., p.28. 

ll 
Bishtappa Kavi, p.lS. 

12 
Adya Rangacharya, An Introduction to Bharata~s N~tya 

/ 
Sastra, op.cit., p.73. 

13 
Bishtappa Kavi, p.l6. 

V Conclusion 

l 
Martha B. Ashton and Bruce Christie, Yak9agana: A Qance 

Drama of India, op.cit., p.4. 
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2 
Patrice Pavis, "Notes Toward a Semiotic Analysis 

(concerning Dispartions)," The Drama Review, vol.23,' T 

84, (1979), p.l04. 

3 
ibid., p.l04. 
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