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Om Gurave Namah

Dedicated to my Gurus

Natya-acharya Sri V.P. Dhananjayan and Srimati Shanta

Yoga-acharya Sri T.K.V. Desikachar and Srimati Menaka

Jyotish-acharya Sri Sanjay Rath


Prologue

He has just shaved to avoid the five o’clock shadow. His face – a fertile field for the many expressions he is famous for – has been prepared with a layer of pancake. Unlike the mineral dyes of Kathakali, this is a colour shades darker than his skin. When blended with blusher it will prevent his face from looking pale beneath the spotlight. Dipping a narrow stick into a pot of kohl and looking at himself in the mirror he now draws it out steadily below his left eye. He uses a brush to paint his lips; the lipstick chosen for the right shade of red rather than any brand value. He draws two curlicues on his cheeks in place of sideburns. His jet black hair has always been thick, thank god, and when combed back sits regally on his forehead. A mixture of oil and water ensures that not a hair moves out of place through the next two hours. Finally, he paints a tilak on his broad forehead.

He knows himself to be Vannadil Pudeeyaveetil Dhananjayan who left home at the age of fourteen, but when he completes his makeup and looks into the mirror, dressed in a yellow silken dhoti, blue cummerbund cinched at the waist with a gold belt, a simple necklace, earrings and armlets, he sees the handsome dancer he has become.

In the kit his wife Shanta has packed for him, he locates his ankle bells, blessed several times over at various temples, and raising them to his closed eyes, invokes the gods. He prays that he remember all that his gurus taught him, that he uphold their tradition and generosity of giving. Tying the brass bells around his ankles, a solemnity and seriousness of purpose descends on him.

From this moment on, his mind leads him into a zone of total concentration. Thoughts flee, save those that he will communicate with his painted face.

Standing in the wings, he knows he has danced innumerable times all over the world. He has won high praise. But every performance is a foray into unknown territory; every performance an encounter with himself.

The musicians sing the praises of Ganesha. Thus begun, the show is underway. And before he knows it, he is on stage, the sound of his bells accompanying every movement of his feet. He is bathed by the lights, but he can only see a well of darkness beyond them. Are there a lot of people? Have the seats been filled? Such anxieties fall away once he starts dancing.

No one knows just how he will develop his ideas through abhinaya. Seated to his right, the musicians watch every twitch of his facial muscles for clues. They are trained to follow him, to support him. When his wife conducts the orchestra he is in safe hands, but even she cannot predict what he will do. It keeps the excitement level high. Something happens within him that he cannot describe.

He feels his own divinity …


Introduction

I remember vividly the exact moment, on a hot day in Madras in 1977, when the dance I had been learning for months came alive for me. What I did not know then, at the age of ten, was that this moment had come into existence because of major shifts in temple mores, social codes and law. It was a reality that had not been possible at the turn of the century – when few men performed ‘dasi attam’ (dressed as women when they did) and only women known as devadasis offered their dance in worship to the deities in temples.

Seated on a mat, facing my guru, I was scared. It was the first time I was learning one on one from him, without the protective buffer of my classmates. I watched as he held his left palm open, simulating a lotus leaf, and wrote on it with an imaginary quill. The letter was read, re-read, then folded with care. My guru made a beautiful lotus with his fingers. Its petals were forced open and the letter concealed within, before the flower closed. The letter-writer, a girl pining for Shiva, searched for a messenger and handed the lotus to her. That day, as I made an imperfect lotus with my hands, much smaller than his, something expanded in me.

Encapsulated in that moment, in that thatch-roofed cottage, something marvellous had occurred, something that had no reference to my daily life; a story narrated by my guru’s eyes, by his face that changed from nayika to Shiva to pink lotus to friend with ease. His expressions reached into me, made me feel each one of them. The clandestine message glowing brightly within the lotus-bud of my fingers, I was taken captive forever by the possibilities of abhinaya.

*

My guru, V.P. Dhananjayan, was one of the first men to make a successful career as a Bharata Natyam dancer. By the late sixties, when he made this choice, the dance of the devadasi, variously known as dasi attam, sadir, chinna melam, was referred to as Bharata Natyam. Indeed, in making Bharata Natyam his profession, my guru had to create a space for his dance where none existed.

In other parts of India, men had danced for centuries. The young gotipua performed in Odisha and men traditionally performed Kathakali and Kuchipudi, even the female roles. Several generations of Ishwari Prasad’s heirs are legendary in Kathak. In the monastries of Assam, for the past five hundred years, monks had danced the Sattriya. However, across Madras Presidency, given the link between sadir and devadasis, and the separation of roles between the male and female progeny of a devadasi, sadir was performed mostly by women. It is only recently, in the relatively short span of the past seventy years, that greater numbers of men have performed Bharata Natyam as men; without needing to dress as women to appear on stage.

In this development, the legendary Rukmini Devi played a primary if unintended role. Initially, the boys who came to her school of arts, Kalakshetra, as did my guru, majored in music or Kathakali and learnt Bharata Natyam more by osmosis; it was much later that they came solely to learn Bharata Natyam.

As Dhananjayan’s student for nearly forty years now, I have interacted with the many young boys who came to learn from him. Battling prejudice (‘Who wants to watch sweaty men dance?’), and finding innovative ways to earn a living from art, most of these male dancers seemed doomed to struggle as solo dancers, waiting for the right break that would make them stars. Yet, some of them did not give up.

What kept them going? Observing the difficulties that were particular to them, both in acquiring proficiency in the art and in earning a livelihood from it, I was curious about what drew them to dance and held them within its grip. Was it passion alone or the elusive quest for fame, or was it simply – given that many came from low-income families – a lack of education and therefore choice?

My own understanding of the practice of Bharata Natyam derived much from listening over the years to my guru talk about Kalakshetra, its founder Rukmini Devi, and her approach to repertoire, a narrative rich in nuance and detail. Given the oral, intensely personal method of teaching any classical art in India, I discovered that a wealth of knowledge circulated without being captured in print, which is what leads to an anomaly between the world of Bharata Natyam as it exists and its portrayal in academic discourse.

To redress this to some extent, I decided to write about Dhananjayan’s journey in dance, about the challenges he has faced in a career that has spanned sixty years, as also the twists and turns in the lives of some of the interesting male dancers I have come across.

Dance, natya, was one of the sixteen customary offerings with which gods were adored in Hindu temples for centuries. This resulted in the unique position of the devadasi, the dancing servant of god, who was trained in this specific ritual offering of dance – a sophisticated art form in itself.

Through the centuries, devadasis were dedicated to the temple as children, before they reached puberty by their parents or relatives. The young girls had no say in the matter. I can only imagine the dismay of such children who grew up to find themselves part of a matrilineal establishment with its own rules for male and female children, but set apart from the rest of a patrilineal society; married to god, but allowed liaisons with only too human men, and therefore subject to the slights and taunts of ‘respectable’ society; wealthy, but only so long as they performed the role they had never voluntarily sought.

Those devadasis linked with the Chola, Pandya, Nayak and Maratha courts, and smaller principalities, in the greater region of Madras, perfomed what was known as sadir or chinna melam. When offered ritualistically in the temple, there were rules deciding what hour of the day they would be performed and where within the temple complex, as also what sort of musical structure would be used. For example, the Navasandhi Kauthuvams were essential to worshipping the protective lords of the eight directions, each performed at a particular place in the temple precincts. During major temple festivals, specific pieces of repertoire were performed in offering. When the devadasis danced at the royal courts or sang in the homes of wealthy patrons, their repertoire was more appropriate to that place and occasion, and less restricted by temple rules.

Over the centuries, it became established practice that while the devadasi was married to god, and therefore always an auspicious presence as a sumangali or married woman, she was free to enter into relationships with men. Inducted into these relationships while very young, her liaisons were openly conducted and while the devadasi usually maintained fidelity to one partner, there were many cases where an element of commerce crept into her sexual dealings with men.

There was no dichotomy between the sexual liberty society had sanctioned her and the themes she elaborated upon in her dance.

A devadasi’s daughters lived with her; part of a matrilineal system of inheritance. They learnt music or dance and in most cases became devadasis as well. For them, their true wealth was what they inherited in terms of musical styles, knowledge of the intricacies of Carnatic music and the repertoire of particular compositions that they were known for.

When the British took over the Tanjore court, the loss of royal patronage spelt the death knell for the devadasi way of life. Many devadasis made their way to the expanding city of Madras. While not all of them made themselves wantonly available to men, slowly the words devadasi and prostitute began to be synonymous.

With the growth of nationalistic fervour and an increasing degree of westernization, preserving the sacred, exalted offering of dance to the reigning deity of a temple was seen as less important than doing away with the stigma of child prostitution by legislating against devadasis themselves. Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddy who, as the daughter of a devadasi, had first-hand knowledge of the benefits and travails of that life, was determined to end the social stigma and threats to health that the young girls faced. A group of spirited devadasis led by the redoubtable Bangalore Nagaratnamma fought the bill proposed by Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddy, but she won. A series of historical changes led to a ban on the dedication of devadasis, and the offering of dance-as-ritual in temples, in 1947.

Concurrently, in the twenties, an effort had begun to save the art of the devadasis, even as the institution came under approbation from society. Facing the stigma of being labelled prostitutes, thevadiya, a corruption of the original meaning of the regal thevar adiyal, one serving god, many girls from devadasi families stopped learning or openly performing the dance. Seeking to bypass the unsavoury connotations associated with the words sadir, or dasi attam, revivalists referred to it as Bharata Natyam.

Chief among these revivalists was E. Krishna Iyer. Trained to be a lawyer, he found himself drawn to the dance of the dasis. An actor in a local theatre group, he began to perform sadir wherever he could, dressed as a female. In his fervour to communicate the beauty of the dance, he travelled far, wrote much and as a founder member of the Music Academy, presented the first ever show on a proscenium stage, in Madras, of two devadasis, in 1931.

It was not until I had spent over two decades learning Bharata Natyam that I began to study seriously its history, the role of the devadasis in temple ritual and the early 20th century legislations that resulted simultaneously in the temple gods losing a part of their due and the devadasi her customary way of life. This was not dry history but a living, contentious issue that had direct bearing on my being able to express myself through dance.

My guru’s guru, Rukmini Devi, not only participated dynamically in the shift that brought the dance out of the temple to the proscenium stage but also enabled entire generations of girls such as myself, who would otherwise have never been able to dance in public, to learn the art of the devadasis.

To understand a present in which it was possible for me – north Indian, Brahmin, of a family that had a long line of distinguished civil servants, born and brought up in Madras – to state with pride that I was a dancer, to negotiate the circumstances in which dance as a profession currently operates, I had to study the past.

Rukmini Devi, born in 1904 to Brahmin parents influenced by the Theosophical Movement, was to play a major role in the transmission of the art of the devadasis, that until the 1930’s had only been performed by women dedicated in the temples. In 1920 when she married, out of caste, a man twenty years older than her, and to further complicate things, an Englishman, she broke several taboos at once. She had to leave Madras to escape the furore caused by her marriage to George Arundale, later President of the Theosophical Society. Learning an art-form, sadir, that a swathe of eminent men in public life had taken an oath not to watch, practiced as it was by women equated with prostitutes, was yet another taboo she would break. She once told a friend ‘…I am not a good girl in the Indian way!’1

[image: image]

Rukmini Devi

On January 1, 1933, Rukmini Devi saw the devadasi dancers, Jeevaratnam and Rajalakshmi, perform. Inspired and urged by Russian ballerina Anna Pavlova to study dance forms closer home, rather than ballet, Rukmini Devi knew that this was the art-form she must learn. ‘When I saw the dance in the Music Academy, I could see the perfection of technique, the pure classicism of the dance and decided I must learn the dance from Meenakshisundaram Pillai who was their guru.’2

The boys and girls of the devadasis were given specific training in the art, to different but complementary ends; to teach, compose and conduct the dance in the case of male children who grew up to become skilled nattuvanars or accomplished musicians, and to offer dance-as-ritual in the case of the females. The training of the young daughters of devadasis in the ritual art was entrusted to the nattuvanars. Of the village of Pandanallur, Meenakshisundaram Pillai was a legend in his own lifetime. He was no ordinary nattuvanar, or dance master, but a renowned guru well versed in music, fluent in three languages – Tamil, Telugu and Sanskrit, and lauded for his skill in fitting movement seamlessly to music. He was known by the calibre of his students, many famous dancers from hereditary devadasi families such as Pandanallur Jayalakshmi and Pandanallur Sabharanjitham among others.

The best of nattuvanars were adept in the rhythm-based aspect of the dance; how to pair movement with musical and percussion syllables. They composed music suited to dance and conducted the orchestra with cymbals as the devadasi danced. Meenakshisundaram Pillai himself had a great lineage, as he was a descendent of the four brothers known collectively as the Tanjore Quartet whose compositions carried forward the splendid musical base of sadir into the core of present day Bharata Natyam.

The great master of Pandanallur was initially reluctant to teach Rukmini Devi as ‘he thought it would be a sacrilege to teach me, a high caste Brahmin lady to perform sadir. It was very difficult to break down his resistance.’3

It took her one year to persuade him. Meanwhile, she had been learning from Mylapore Gowri Ammal, her first guru, who taught her in secrecy in Mylapore and at times in Adyar.

In agreeing to teach Rukmini Devi, Meenakshisundaram Pillai broke a taboo as well, giving generously of his hereditary treasure of dance. His student was 30 years old, long past the age when dancers were initiated into the basics. Driven by her passion, Rukmini Devi began the long arduous sessions with him and by December 1935, felt ready enough to perform at the Diamond Jubilee celebrations of the Theosophical Society.

Her guru, fearing embarrassment, feeling she was not advanced enough in her practice of the art, disagreed with her about the timing of the debut. Undaunted, Rukmini Devi went ahead to give a spellbinding performance on the grounds of the Theosophical Society. After that, there was no looking back.

Within months, in 1936, she began the International Academy of Arts, later called Kalakshetra.4 At a time when no students were forthcoming to learn the dance, because of the stigma associated with it, Rukmini Devi had to start with her own niece, Radha. As she put it, Kalakshetra began with ‘one tree, one pupil and one teacher’.5 The main criterion she sought in her students was the willingness to learn. One by one, students came to her, both girls and boys. Initially, the boys who came majored in music or Kathakali and learnt Bharata Natyam by osmosis; it was later that they came solely to learn Bharata Natyam. Muthulakshmi Reddy herself, who had once fiercely opposed Rukmini Devi’s idea of teaching the art6, sent students from Avvai Home, her shelter for destitute women. Artistically mature beyond her years, gifted with an innate sense of beauty and aesthetics, Rukmini Devi did not hesitate to modify what she had learnt to suit the circumstances in which she would be presenting it. Key to this was the choice of repertoire.

A devadasi’s repertoire, sung mainly in Telugu, Tamil and Sanskrit, was her chief treasure, not so much the gold and diamonds she owned. A devadasi offered dance in the temples, sang in the royal courts and performed in salons. She sang of bhakti, devotion, of yearning for god-as-lover, of the soul’s desires. At other times, she emphasized greatly the erotic element or shringara in her padams and javalis.

‘Wait for me, I’m too young for you right now, but once I’ve matured, I will be yours,’ a heroine might say. Or ‘Did I ask you where you went last night? I didn’t. Did I ask you about all the marks on your body?’ Or ‘You had your way with me. Now, go get an abortificent root, I have no female friends to help me.’ Or ‘My body is raw from childbirth, this is not the time to be together. Enamoured of my golden glow, you are begging for sex. If I say no you get offended. Rein in your desires for just two months.’7

Many of these compositions were written by the greatest of bards, Annamacharya (late 15th century) and Kshetrayya (17th century) and Sarangapani (early 18th century). They wrote about life; life in all its aspects fascinated them. There was nothing they considered too low or shocking to be recorded in their poetry. A hero may say, ‘At the snap of my fingers, I can get any woman I want. Why are you making a fuss?’ And a heroine might say, ‘I let him come once to my bedroom, now see how he’s bragging. He winks at me on the road in front of everyone!’ Or ‘I can’t expect one pierced cowrie in return from him, show him out!’8

In the milieu of the courtesan, where the men came to be entertained in such a manner, songs even more risque, gross, bawdy or erotic than these were presented. All of them fell under the category of shringara.

Written by men – interestingly many of the javalis were composed by Brahmins – these were all part of the treasured repertoire of the devadasi.

Here lay the crux of the problem that Rukmini Devi faced in the thirties. Having learnt the fundamentals of the dance, she needed the right vehicle of lyrics to carry forth her abhinaya and bhava, conveying emotions that were her inner truth as well. While there were varnams that she could dance to, conveying as they did erotic love or shringara addressed to the presiding deity of a particular temple, the padams and javalis posed a problem.9 And, as we shall see ahead, these continue to pose a problem to male dancers of Bharata Natyam.

Crude sentiments displayed in some of the padams and javalis were not to Rukmini Devi’s taste. The situations described in others appealed to baser instincts. Some were downright vulgar. Others, such as ‘Just ask her how she built this three storey house and got all that jewellery? The fellow who screwed all of those women and gave them riches is in my bedroom now’,10 were blatantly commercial.

Given the artistic licence to explore raw sensuality and eroticism, the less artistically sophisticated devadasi used explicit, sometimes gross gestures, in some of the songs performed by her. It was her own guru who told Rukmini Devi that certain gestures were not for her: ‘My guru Meenakshisundaram Pillai used to make me eliminate the lewd element saying: This is not for you. You should not do it. Here was a nattuvanar censoring parts of the songs as unsuitable and these were things he was accustomed to all his life!’11

Not a courtesan; dancing away from the context of the temple and the court; charged with the mission of altering public opinion towards the art; she exercised her freedom as an artiste to choose the kind of items she would present. Given the context in which she was trying to effect social change, Rukmini Devi had to be very careful about her choice of lyrics, gestures performed and repertoire. ‘I have selected carefully because sometimes people have chosen songs that are rather coarse in words and not suitable for interpretation in the human body…If Bharata Natyam is supposed to stimulate the lower feelings in the audience, then better not to do Bharata Natyam at all.’12

It led to the ridiculous misunderstanding and falsehood that she was against shringara, the erotic dimension that permeates all human life.

Her own view was, ‘It is wrong to say we shouldn’t have shringara. Shringara is love, and beauty. Without which there would be hardly any dance at all. Bhakti and Shringara must be one. You cannot separate the two.’13

In emphasizing the spiritual element in the dance, in avoiding those with crude or vulgar lyrics, Rukmini Devi was able both to go beyond the attitude prevalent toward sadir then and to find her own personal artistic fulfilment. It was also intimately linked to her understanding of Bharata Natyam as giving visual shape to devotion expressed through music. This choice of the kind of songs that would be presented in a performance defined the Kalakshetra style.

The greatest of Carnatic music vidwans, nattuvanars and Kathakali gurus came to Kalakshetra, lived there and helped Rukmini Devi in her work. Tiger Varadachari, Mysore Vasudevachar, Karaikudi Sambasiva Iyer, Budalur Krishnamurthi Shastrigal, Papanasam Sivan, M.D. Ramanathan, Meenakshisundaram Pillai, Chockalingam Pillai, Mylapore Gauri Ammal, Asan Ambu Panikker, Asan Chandu Panikker are just a few names in a long list of renowned artistes who taught there and contributed to her dance dramas. It was a golden period at Kala Kshetra – a sacred place that nurtures the arts – when they reinforced the traditional Indian method of teaching from guru to sishya.

And it was to this Kalakshetra on the banks of the river Adyar in Madras and to this great visionary and aesthete Rukmini Devi that the fortunes of a little boy in Kerala were tied.


1



When fourteen-year-old Dhananjayan, penniless and unproven, boarded a train at Payyanur for Madras in 1953 he did not know that he was embarking on an epic journey. His schoolteacher father, Rama Poduval, relieved at having one less mouth to feed, had borrowed money for a ‘half-ticket’ to send his son to Kalakshetra.

Dhananjayan was the third of eight children. His father, a schoolteacher and amateur theatre personality was generous to a fault, relinquishing his rights in his own tharavad, his ancestral home, and its verdant paddy fields to his sister and nephews. At times, there was nothing to eat but tapioca and sweet potatoes, which grew freely around the house built of thick mud walls and a grass roof. His father was generous to a fault; if he had any money he would spend it or give it away. On payday, he might return home without his salary, having distributed it to others more in need. He would make ayurvedic medicine to sell, but forget to collect the payment, and so would lose his investment as well.

Rama Poduval would walk to the school where he taught, which was in another town, Trikkaripur. When his mother-in-law Kodi Amma threw him out of her home because he had invited dalits home, he moved with his family to Trikkaripur, famous for the Chakrapani temple. Fortunately, the good that Rama Poduval had done to others came back to him in the form of opportunity.

Among the countless people to whom he had given money, he had once helped T.K.V. Chandu Panikker of Trikkaripur, to set up a tea-stall at a time when the Kathakali maestro was in financial trouble. They met after a long time when they found themselves on the same train. Asan Chandu Panikker, majestic in appearance, renowned for his portrayal of Bheema, Hanuman and Durvasa, to name a few, was approaching eighty by then. Over the course of his long life, he had won many awards, trained many illustrious students including Kalamandalam Krishnan Nair and was now the head of the Kathakali department at Kalakshetra.

As the train rattled from Kannur to Payyanur, Chandu Panikker told Rama Poduval that Rukmini Devi had asked him to look for a suitable boy who would be his apprentice. He had already found such a boy, Balagopal.

By now life’s struggles had worn out Rama Poduval. He was beset with troubles. There was the constant pressure of feeding eight children and tiny grandchildren. His mother-in-law had opted to give up her share in her tharavad in lieu of money. So he and his family had been uprooted and worse, her relatives had almost burnt his eldest son alive in a fire and filed a false petition. They were trying to get Rama Poduval arrested.

In the midst of all this domestic turmoil, Rama Poduval grasped at a straw. ‘Will you also take one of my sons to her?’ he asked.

Chandu Panikker could not refuse. ‘Alright, I’ll come meet your sons and choose the right boy.’

The four boys were lined up. They were very quiet, unsure and frightened. He asked them a few questions… ‘What is your name? Do you want to go to Madras?’

The oldest boy was too old, the others too young; Chandu Panikker thought fourteen-year-old Dhananjayan was the right age. He offered to take him then warned, ‘But if Rukmini Devi does not take him, I’ll have to send him back.’

Rama Poduval did not know how he was going to get the money for the ticket to send his son to Madras, leave alone the return, but he nodded.

After Panikker left, Kodi Amma pored over Dhananjayan’s horoscope. When he was born, on April 17, 1939, it had been predicted that he would leave home after the age of twelve; that he would roam around like a nomad and marry four times. Since his nakshatra was Uttrattadi, the same as that of Adi Shankaracharya, Dhananjayan’s grandmother had always secretly hoped that he would renounce the world and take sannyasa. Therefore, she had insisted on his being taught Sanskrit. Her grandson wrote poetry in Malayalam, he had learnt Kolkali and could sing…his stars were good. ‘This is his fate,’ pronounced Kodi Amma, ‘he must go.’

In those days, going to Madras was an event. All of Dhananjayan’s friends were excited for him; no one from their village had ever been to Madras before. If strangers ever visited from Madras the villagers used to flock to stare at them out of curiosity. Years later, when Dhananjayan came back from Madras, people from the village came to gawk at him.

Dhananjayan met Balagopal on the train and they instantly became friends.

On reaching Madras, the teenagers jumped excitedly off the train, wondering what the big city would be like. The jutka took them straight down the Marina, and Dhananjayan saw the blue sea for the first time even though Payyanur was on the coast. And so, down the long stretch of road along the sandy beach, with low buildings on the other side, they grew increasingly bewildered, for they had imagined something grander. Their bewilderment turned almost to dismay when they reached Kalakshetra. Why, it was just like their village, with lots of trees, no impressively tall buildings but many thatched cottages.

The lads followed Asan Chandu Panikker through the gates of Kalakshetra, then situated in the wooded grounds of the Theosophical Society, Adyar. It was early in the morning, the 5th of October, 1953, and they were glad to notice other children there, playing. Asan called out to a little girl, the only Malayali girl enrolled in Kalakshetra at that time, with a prophetic request, ‘These boys do not know the language spoken here so you take care of them.’

For sixty years now, Shanta, as Dhananjayan’s wife, has done just that.

The crucial meeting was yet to take place. Past sturdy tamarind, coconut and mango trees, Asan led them towards Rukmini Devi’s house. As they approached, they heard her exclaim loudly to Shankara Menon, her close associate committed to the ideals of Kalakshetra, ‘Appuni look here, see who is coming…Rama, Lakshmana and Vishwamitra!’ (This prophetic remark was to be echoed later in the evening by the great composer Mysore Vasudevachar as well.)

Asan was apprehensive.

Rukmini Devi said, ‘I asked you to bring one boy, you have brought two…send one away!’

Dhananjayan’s heart fell but it was Balagopal, short and with a slight squint, whom she wanted to dispatch back to Kerala.

In the morning, though, there was good news. Shankara Menon had persuaded her to keep both boys. Asan had guaranteed that he would correct the squint with special exercises for the eye. And that very minute they began the exercises. They were soon to learn that with Asan night or morning had no meaning when it came to practise. In time, Balagopal’s squint vanished.

Two days later it was Vijayadashami and Rukmini Devi conducted the vidyarambham puja, initiating their life in dance. The boys met the staff of Kalakshetra – Jayalakshmi Teacher, who teased them affectionately, Periya Sarada the scholar, and Chinna Sarada (Hoffman) Teacher who was a bit aloof and strict. Kunhiraman – who had been there from 1944 with his father Kathakali Guru Ambu Panikker – took care of them, apart from teaching them Kathakali. As the one who played Shiva to Rukmini Devi’s Parvati with aplomb, they looked up to him. Senior C.V. Chandrasekhar was in the hostel with them for a brief while before he left for college. But the girl who had caught Dhananjayan’s eye, Shanta, was only a part-time student as she attended school as well – which she hated.

Dhananjayan did not feel homesick; instead he felt as if he had known all these people from before; as if they were his other family.

Here, over the next sixteen years, as he pushed himself to perfection, Dhananjayan was to discover in himself a masculine but sensitive dancer as he played the hero Rama in the famous Ramayana series, fall madly in love with Shanta, taste success, and also notoriety when he quit Kalakshetra.
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I vividly remember walking with my mother down the long road that connected my home to that of my future gurus, Shanta and Dhananjayan. My mother bore a tray laden with fruits and flowers, covered with a bright red napkin. I was eight years old, easily embarrassed by my parents who seemed to do things others did not. Why were we carrying fruits in such a conspicuous manner when no one else on the road was?

Traditionally in the South, instruction in the arts begins on the auspicious day of Vijayadashami, when fruits and flowers, among other things, are offered to the goddess Saraswati. In 1975, I did not begin on this particular day, but my mother’s friend, Veena Singh, her advisor on the matters related to ‘dance class’, had told her to take fruits and flowers nonetheless, for this first meeting of teacher and pupil.

Veena and Mohinder Singh were our neighbours, and their daughter Anjali had been a student of the Dhananjayans for a while now. My father Chaturvedi Badrinath and Mohinder Singh were in the IAS, and we were neighbours by virtue of having bought government-allotted plots on the same street in Shastri Nagar, Adyar. When my mother asked me if I would like to learn dance, following Anjali’s example, and I nodded enthusiastically, it resulted in our evening parade past the neighbourhood when I wanted to turn invisible.

Soon we were in a large, cool thatch-roofed hall with brick walls, interrupting a class in session. The students, close to my age, stared as we entered with the tray that had ballooned to mythic proportions in my head. I remember being conscious of their impassive scrutiny as Dhananjayan, ‘Sir’, clad in a veshti and kurta taught me the first steps of a dancer – obeisance to Earth, begging forgiveness for stamping on her. Shanta, ‘Akka’, arranged for measurements to be taken for the practice costume, a plain cotton kurta and pyjama in the contrasting colours of flag-orange and patriotic green. The fees the first month were twenty rupees and thirty thereafter.

My gurus had impeccable lineage in their training, having studied at the famous Kalakshetra, but a fog of conjecture surrounded them for they had crossed swords with their legendary guru Rukmini Devi, left Kalakshetra, and set up their own institution, Bharata Kalanjali. This daring break with Kalakshetra was seen as an act of rash courage by some, as treachery by others, but it was only many years into the future that I, as an adult, could ask them about the circumstances that led to it.

I soon learnt the names of my classmates and the lone boy in the class, tall Krishna. Thrice a week, dressed in two-tones – red and yellow, pink and purple, blue and mustard – we would climb the branches of the cherry tree in the compound, waiting for class to begin. A sentry perched on the furthest branch would warn us if it was Sir who emerged from his home adjacent to the cottage. It meant he was going to teach us, and then we were in for it. If it was Akka, we heaved a collective sigh of relief, for she had the patience of a saint.

So, thrice each week, after school, we assembled at BK, as Bharata Kalanjali was fondly referred to by us, in the cool interior of the cottage. Shaped like an L, the shorter limb was partitioned from the central hall, creating a smaller chamber where another class could be held simultaneously.

We liked dancing in the dark main hall; in the smaller room our backs were to the door and our impish eyes found no distraction. Here, the exposed brick walls were low, and bamboo window frames between the wall and the thatch let the sea breeze in.

Waiting for class to start, we giggled and chattered only to fall sharply into a V the minute Sir was sighted at the entrance, framed by the oblong light outdoors. Pin-drop silence. Arms akimbo, hands bent backwards at the wrist and placed at the waist. Legs together, feet pointing ahead. The strain of keeping restless skitterish limbs motionless.

[image: image]

Dhananjayan teaching

Sir, in a white cotton kurta, off-white dhoti, his face set in lines of sternness, would run a gimlet eye over us as he settled crosslegged on the mat. A rudimentary rectangular block of wood placed in front of him, he grasped a tapering cylindrical stick, thattu kazhi, and gave us the basic count. Wood hitting wood, the sound was a military command.

Before actually beginning to practise or learn, the namaskaram is a must. In time to come, I could appreciate just how necessary this invocation to Mother Earth was, as some of us stamped anyhow, off beat, hard, and I would imagine Her wincing as the dissonant blows fell on her surface.

Then we’d cluster eagerly around our guru, touching the block of wood, revering it for its guidance, and in a quick, notional swipe, Sir’s feet. Seated as he was, legs tucked under him, his feet were out of sight.

Back at our spots, our feet were splayed sideways, knees turned well back and the torso lowered until the knees were bent neatly at a sharp angle. The basic posture, the gauge of style and accomplishment, the araimandi.

The first month, I wobbled this way and that, pushing my bottom out for balance, or cheating by not sinking low enough. But the gimlet eye did not miss anything. Muttering, ‘No matter how many times I tell you…’ he would suddenly stand up and stride over. His disembodied voice snapped from somewhere behind me, ‘Sit! And do not get up until I say so!’ I could not see him, but I felt the tip of his fingers pressing my shoulders, pushing me down down, down into the hell of a beautiful araimandi, holding me there in the burning fire of loaded muscles, until he was satisfied.

Controlling the wobble and the burn, the very first beat. Striking the right foot, teyya, then the left foot, teyyi. All the while, deep araimandi, arms tucked in at the waist, no wobble, spine aligned and head and shoulders straight. Right, left, right, left, finish the count of eight keep going, do not stop or he may make you do another thirty-two, first speed, second speed, third, burning, burning, burning at the back of the thigh, but through it all a strange exhilaration. Teyya teyyi, taiya teyyi, teyya teyyi. … Over and over, before he was satisfied enough to move to two strikes of each foot.

All the way upto eight.

The spare staccato sound of the thattu kazhi has the power still, thirty-seven years later, to make my limbs move involuntarily, racing through grooves that have been laid by practice and repetition, over and over again. It is the one potent sound, I imagine, that has the power to bring me back from the dead.

But at the time, in my eight-year-old world, the sound held joy and menace, reassurance and terror, just as the stick itself became a weapon in his hands, pushing us to perfection by the command: ‘Again! Repeat it ten times without a break!’ No matter how hard we tried, pulling knees back, sinking low, trying very hard not to stop too early, nothing could change his frown of thwarted expectation into a smile.

Yet, he was gentle while teaching. When he taught something new, the pure intention of transmitting knowledge radiated from him. When he demonstrated how to sit in the araimandi, lifting his dhoti out of the way so we could see the impossibly straight line made by his feet, we adored him and were scared of him in equal measure. His feet have high arches, and they rose like the curved spans of a bridge, off the black gleaming floor.

Within weeks, having learnt how to balance while lifting either foot off the ground in basic araimandi, it was time to make it more complex by adding the movement of arms.

And now we learnt the other posture that would instantly reveal lineage and calibre, the natya-arambam position.

Sir showed us how he wanted it done. Arms spread out at the shoulders, taut, like the wings of a giant bird in flight to paraphrase Nala Najan the American dancer, elbows lifted and hands level with the wrist.

We lifted up our arms anyhow, the way a toddler imitates flying like an aeroplane.

‘Hold arms in natyarambam and do not drop it till I say so!’

No less torture than the araimandi. A new burning now, in the upper arm, where it extended from the shoulder.

Sir walked around the class, adjusting tender limbs, nudging a drooping elbow up with the thattu kazhi, or pushing a stiff arm into the contours required. It would be just my luck that he began with the other line of students, so by the time he worked his way up to me, an unseen force had suctioned my arms down to my waist.

Sweat broke out across my forehead.

‘Umm!’ – this sound recurred in my nightmares – it conveyed disapproval and irritation and impatience all at once. I responded to it like a petrified rabbit, freezing, making things worse for myself. ‘Where did I ask you to hold it and where is it?’

My arms were pushed higher, braced by the thattu kazhi under one elbow, so I could not drop them so long as he stood there. But, even though it felt that my arms would fall off, I both shrank from and was thrilled by his attention, and the correct way to hold the position seared itself into my brain. The next time in class, my arms were that much more extended, my elbows held just a tad higher.

In time, this would literally become child’s play.

In every class, the focus of attention was on the demanding figure seated on the floor ahead of us. At times he would spring up to demonstrate the movement, cool in a plain cotton kurta, only to return to providing the beat on the block of wood on the floor.

We mirrored what he taught us, the best we could. It was by way of verbal correction and, when that failed, by rearranging our limbs, never touching us with his palm but only the tips of his fingers, that he made us recognize what a position felt like. So while we saw him demonstrate and outline what was required, and while we saw what our classmates were doing, we never saw our own selves in dance.

There were no mirrors.

Dancing from inside, blind to how it appeared to the onlooker, I only knew the rightness of a position from the way my muscles settled into it. I learnt to read the braille of my guru’s expressions, relying on Sir’s face as it registered faint approval or disapproval, or frowned angrily, to realign myself in the flight of dance. ‘Next! Tat teyy taa haa, Dhi teyy taa haa…’

Eight slow attenuated repetitions. Sixteen in the second speed, and what by now felt like two thousand in the third.

Classes lasted an hour, or more if our limbs did not deliver what Sir wanted. At all times, no matter how tired we felt, or if some part of the body ached, while dancing we were to adopt a pleasant expression. While a fixed smile would not do, a genuine smile of pleasure helped.

Drinking water, even in the hottest months, was forbidden. If we felt very thirsty, we could ask permission to drink water. Most times this was an excuse for a break. But it could backfire, and he might say, ‘No! And do not ask until the end of the class!’

Relishing the momentary escape, I would walk very slowly, leaving the dance floor to reach the earthen pot placed near the entrance. Pouring water into my mouth from the stainless steel tumbler held high in the air was a novelty, used as I was to placing my lips on transparent glasses at home.

Two tepid gulps later, it was already time to scurry back to the next adavu being practised. Teyyum tatha, teyyum taa, teyyum tatha, teyyum taa.

The only other excuse we had, was that of tying and retying our pyjamas. Never mind that the nada was tight and it was highly unlikely that our pyjamas would fall. It was a bonafide excuse.

‘Sir, pyjama loose-u Sir’ – and suppressed giggles all around.

‘Okay, go,’ and a disdainful pointing of his chin.

At various points in that long, muscle-testing character-building hour, Anita or her sister Sunita, or Sangeeta or Tulsi or Uma or her sister Charu, or Aparna would stand in relief from araimandi and head to the little dressing room screened off from the main hall to feverishly undo and retie her pyjamas. We giggled when anyone used the nada excuse, because they had squandered the only leeway permissible. Some were brazen – the darn, slippery nada just refused to knot tightly – and they just might get away with stopping twice or thrice.

Poor Krishna, barechested, wearing a dhoti drawn between his legs and tucked in at the waist, and a long piece of cloth tied like a cummerbund over that, did not have the nada excuse.

For more than two years, we only learnt the basic units of movements, adavus. In the language of Bharata Natyam, there are two alphabets. The alphabet of movements-in-rhythm, nritta and the alphabet of facial expression or abhinaya, aided by mudras, specific hand-gestures that convey meaning. When adavus are combined, in the same way that alphabets make words, they result in complex variations of nritta.

As to abhinaya: oh, that stage would take another two years to reach!
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At the hostel in Kalakshetra, Dhananjayan’s day began at 4.30 a.m. While he had to meet the strict schedules of both the hostel and Kalakshetra, Balagopal and he escaped the mandatory PE session, by heading to the ‘mirror’ cottage. Inside, there was a big mirror along one wall, used by Rukmini Devi, though later she discouraged them from looking at themselves while they danced. Here, the boys practised the movements they had learnt the previous day, in three speeds. If they went off beat, they would soon hear the great veena maestro Karaikudi Sambasiva Iyer tap out the corrections from his cottage next door.

Then they had to walk a long distance to their irascible Asan’s quarters to serve him coffee, brought from the hostel kitchen, and ready his bath with hot water. The aroma of filter coffee tempted them daily, forbidden as it was to them. Walking back to the hostel, there was just enough time to bathe and be ready for group prayers.
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