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Chapter 1. Spellbound.


“Sweet scented breeze fluttering through the branches of Malaysian Sandalwood trees is rolling in


“Ferocious and poisonous breaths emanating from the cobras resting concealed in the crevices of the same Sandalwood trees are also rolling in, simultaneously.”


 


That was the meaning of the lyric that Vasanthi was singing on the stage.


 


Although the auditorium was crowded, there was pin-drop silence. Melodious tune softly floated over as if baby cobras were frolicking in divine ecstasy. The breeze seemed to have stopped in amazement to savor the exquisite magic of the superbly rendered lyric. People remained transfixed like mesmerized cobras. They had been waiting in joyous anticipation for that very moment. Finally it had arrived. The ecstatic tune so elevated their minds and enslaved their souls that people, drowned in the sublime satiation of their senses, remained motionless and speechless. They experienced an unprecedented joy and blissful contentment. The melodious tunes unobtrusively sank into the inner recess of their consciousness.


 


It was Saradhy who was responsible for creating that elevating experience. He was a consummate actor. Divine nightingales appeared to have settled within Vasanthi and lent her their voice. She got the lyric especially written and tuned for her, for the role of Mohini she was playing on that day in ‘Mohini-Rukmangada’. Saradhy adorned the role of Rukmangada. They were transforming themselves into Rukmangada and Mohini. It was no surprise that Vasanthi was transforming herself into Mohini; it was incredible that Saradhy also transformed himself into Rukmangada. He was forty five. Everyone knew that he was a great actor. However, he never adorned the role of a romantic hero. He used to play the roles of valor, such as those of the heroes of Mahabharata or of Pouranic Rakshasas. He was the ultimate authority of the art and science of dramatics. He was a lean person with athletic body. His face did not betray a trace of any grace or charm. His eyes were set deep and appeared to blink all the time, his cheek bones protruded high and his teeth prominently darted out of his large mouth. But when he became a Krishna or a Hiranyakashyapa, nobody noticed any of those deformities. Then people were convinced that the characters he depicted, would not have been really different.


 


That was Saradhy.


 


Vasanthi was sixteen. She was a musical prodigy. Her youth appeared to have added luster to her musical talent. Six months ago there was a small talk that she wanted to play the role of Mohini and that she was asking Saradhy to play the role of Rukmangada. He did not agree. But she persisted. “People were saying that you could not play a romantic role. There could be no such role that you would be unable to play. Even in the drama of Prahalada, while you played the role Hiranyakashyapa, I noticed how you made a graceful romantic gesture towards Leelavathi. If you play this role, the world would come to know of your prowess.”  Saradhy did not reply.


 


To start with, it was a zamindari village. It was surrounded by fertile fields, producing Virginia tobacco. Commerce picked up. Population increased. Eventually the village grew up into a small town. However it retained its earlier flavor and composition. Half the town depended upon the zamindar who was called raja and treated like a king. The other half were the service class, professionals and students.


 


The drama club of the town was famous far and wide. Not only people from the neighboring towns and villages, but many from far off cities used to come to witness the society’s performances, if Saradhy selected a play for staging it, reputation of its author would spread across the land within no time. Although there were many poets in the town two were better known. One was Peravadhani and the other, Ranganadham. The raja never nominated any court poet, but each of them claimed to be the sole court poet.


 


Vasanthi engineered a rumor that Saradhy decided to stage Rukmangada drama, that he would adorn the role of Rukmangada and that he was actively searching for a good script on the Rukmangada story. Among others, the two “Court poets” also presented the scripts. Ranganadham was around forty while Avadhani was in his seventies; he was closer to the zamindar. Ranganadham had a greater influence among the educated and the service class. Of the two scripts, Ranganadham’s version was better. Saradhy had to select the one prepared by Avadhani; otherwise Saradhy would receive messages from the zamindar. However Saradhy made so many changes that it was difficult to recognize traces of the original script in the production copy. No original dialogue was retained. The entire dramatization was altered and reconstructed to make it suitable for the stage. He got the dialogues revised and re-revised till they attained the proper ring and effect. Based on the ideas proposed by Saradhy to synchronize with the context and progression of the drams, Avadhani had to write and rewrite all lyrics till they gained the satisfaction and approval of Saradhy. Yet Avadhani was billed as the author, He also began to feel like the author and was happy and pleased about it. However Vasanthi had two lyrics, especially written by Ranganadham, for her character. Avadhani raised objection; she did not follow even Saradhy’s bidding. Because she agreed to sing one of Avadhani’s poems also, he agreed to the other two lyrics by Ranganadham. 


 .


Avadhani was sitting beside the zamindar in the front row along with the royal staff and prominent citizens. Ranganadham sat in the second row. The manner in which Saradhy entered the stage, his sophisticated bearing and his evocative looks created a flutter in the auditorium. The message of love he conveyed to Vasanthi through those looks astonished one and all. Her singing and his action mesmerized the audience. They regained their senses only after a while, but the experience left them with a lingering sense of sublime satisfaction and unclear astonishment at the state of their own minds. Realization of the wonderful experience suddenly dawned on them and the audience burst into a chorus of deafening applause. While the entire auditorium was thrilled and was enjoying Ranganadham’s lyric, melodiously sung by Vasanthi, Avadhani turned away disdainfully exclaiming to the zamindar, “He deceives the public with four lines of stale soft meaningless words! He is a great poet! Each letter and word is full of mistakes.” The zamindar remained silent; people around could hear him clearly and wondered, “Could this matter or any other matter which Avadhani tells the zamindar, be untrue”. For those people it was gospel truth!


 


 Ranganadham was seated with his followers on either side; they could be better described as his devotees, as they treated him as their singular deity. While the entire auditorium was immersed in the impact of the sweet waves of the milky ocean of happiness, Ranganadham was resting in the enjoyment of his satiated self and his vanity.  For him, Vasanthi’s beauty, the melody of her voice, the perfect coordination of the scene and action and its harmonization with the context of the play, all of which evoked the emotions of bliss in the audience, were all the result only of the lyric he penned!! His consciousness was filled with a lust for fame. He sensed the fragrance of his fame spreading across the universe. .


 


As soon as Vasanthi completed singing the lyric, a wave of astonishment swept across the audience. As the spell began to wear off, they burst into an applause. Avadhani could not understand what the audience was applauding. He did not clap. How did it matter to him, what response Rangandham’s lyric evoked? Later in the play, Saradhy would sing the lyric he authored. The audience themselves would recognize the difference.


 


Saradhy stylishly moved two or three paces. A branch of a tree was so arranged that it extended on to the stage. He stopped near the branch and leaned against it. The emotions his posture, his looks and his entire body evoked sent a flutter of appreciation through the auditorium. He was not looking at them. His entire attention, filled with intense, mute, romantic rapture, was concentrated on Vasanthi. The audience was speechless, now looking at Saradhy and now looking at Vasanthi and now again at Saradhy. They could not fully comprehend what was happening to themselves. Oh! Who was this Vasanthi? She was a shy doll engulfed in a strange thrill of a novel experience. People were aware of her melodious voice but no one expected her to be capable of effectively portraying such complex emotions the situation demanded. Was her action an art she had cultivated and mastered? Was it really her action or was it merely a natural instantaneous reaction induced by the superb art and craft of the romantic action displayed by a supreme actor?


 


Saradhy himself was amazed. He knew her since her childhood. He and Vasanthi’s father Sireshkumar were close friends. Both treated her as their daughter. Saradhy did not agree to admit her into his drama club but she insisted; her word was law in their house. She was an only child in the family. Her father had music taught to her. He longed to see her give public performances and become famous. She already started giving performances. She had been watching the dramas enacted by Saradhy since her childhood, she had a divine gift of keen perception of the art and craft of acting and of the infallible capacity to judge the acting capacities of other artistes. For her, Saradhy was a reincarnation of Bharatacharya. She was determined to play roles in  dramas his troupe would enact. The audience was not expecting histrionics from her; they desired the enchantment from her sweet voice. Saradhy was astonished at the spurt of superior acting talent in her. It felt strange that it was Vasanthi who was in that role. By the exercise of his talent, he was transforming himself into a romantic idol. He was watching at her, as she stylishly evolved into perfectly displaying a feeling of pleasure and of satisfaction. Vasanthi became a sweet shy doll and perhaps reacted with her body and costume, in spontaneous resonance to Saradhy. Time passed. Two minutes became four. The audience waited in anxious expectation without batting an eyelid… Saradhy regained his senses back from the role he was enacting. No sooner this happened, he realized  that he did not look at her in the normal way he looked at Vasanthi. On any other occasion he would have cleansed up his mind and put it back in place. But now he did not have the time. At the moment he was Rukunangada. He changed over quickly into the role and started singing the poem whose meaning was “Who was she? Did my desire for a woman get incarnated into this form standing in front of me?”.  The supreme actor demonstrated how the desire for woman dormant in his inner consciousness, sprang out of him as  a stunning beauty. His tanned body appeared to have been painted by the creator with filings of the sun, drenched in milk. He possessed an athletic body hardened by daily exercise.  He had a broad chest and a slim waist.  All his muscles so moved that it appeared as if the form of a divine woman emerged from him. As his muscles moved upward his face acquired the concentration of the supreme creator when he shaped a beautiful form.  He was also a yogic expert.  He brought the eyeballs close to the nose, looked down and remained motionless for a while.  Oh! How fortunate were the audience of the day!! … Avadhani told the zamindar “That was what a good poetry should look like. What was poetry without a sublime meaning!” In fact, it was a poem he wrote according to Saradhy’s ideas!


 


Saradhy’s trance was suddenly broken as soon as he heard the ritual ending the “Ekadasa Vratam” and he regained full control of himself. Even during his identification with the role, did he forget his self-identity completely? This partial identification felt like total unison. In spite of the knowledge of his self-identity, he felt unaware and totally submerged. All natural feelings also appeared to be influenced by this identification. Saradhy was disturbed when he heard the ritual ending the ‘Vratam’. He underwent a tremendous change. It was a momentous situation. He was aware that he was Saradhy, that he indulged in the role of Rukmangada and that this indulgence exceeded normal limits. He began transforming himself from romantic Rukmangada to an astute spiritual Rukmangada devoted to the Ekadasa Vratam. He came to realize more clearly that he was Saradhy playing the role of Rukmangada. Still, the feeling of Rukmangada did not leave him completely. It lingered in the inner consciousness. He felt like a churning of the ocean was taking place within him. The changes he induced at that time in his face and all other organs appeared frightening. The audience was benumbed. Even Avadhani’s attention was disturbed. Ranganadham smiled in appreciation. Saradhy moved his eyes sideways.  His face resembled that of a demon who was just relieved from a curse and who was struggling hard to revert to his original divine form.  Vasanthi was unable to bear the ugly deformations of his face. She continued to grow up bodily and reached her youth but what did she know about the secrets of creation? Physical development and sensual experiences induced by youth were natural to all animals. This romantic feeling was not the blossoming of the self; it was the blossoming of the body. She was shaken up by the sudden realization. She was trembling. Tears were filling her eyes. He noticed the state to which she was transported. She was on the verge of a breakdown. He consoled her saying “Don’t be afraid, bear with yourself and take it easy”. He placed his arm on her shoulder to reassure her. He took her face into his hands and rested it on his shoulders. Thus he saved his face from her looks. Then he enacted an astonishing emotion that the fault for his romantic exuberance was entirely his but not that of the woman who caused it and that it was the duty of a decent person to extend reassurance without consoling her. There were two lyrics he was expected to sing. He decided to drop them and signaled downing the curtain to end the scene.


 


The performance ended after some time. Towards the end Saradhy displayed a mood of total renunciation.  He demonstrated the secret of yogic science by his dexterous acting skills. Only a few among the audience knew the intricacies of yoga or the science of acting. Saradhy’s action used to receive only this kind of response. A commoner merely looks askance at Godavari river in spate. He experiences nothing more than a broad sense of awe at nature’s grandeur. He seldom gets deeper into analyzing the sublime feelings. It is akin to the feeling, one ignorant of the intricacies of the art gets, while witnessing its display by Saradhy. The knowledgeable one would be able to penetrate into its inner meaning and realize its sublimity. There were no more than four or five such persons in the entire gathering.




Chapter 2. Body’s lapse.


There was a separate make-up room for ladies. By now, Vasanthi learned to do her own make-up.  Both while she put-on the make-up and removed it, she called Saradhy several times to ask him again and again for several misplaced stage properties; he used to find for her the items she needed. When he got annoyed, she laughed at him and all his annoyance got disappeared.


 


When Vasanthi was a baby, Saradhy caressed, cajoled and played with her.  When she was four or five he used to carry her in his arms and take her along with him while he did his shopping.  He used to take her to the garden and play with her till late in the evening.  Even when she grew older he regarded her as his own daughter.


 


Vasanthi went into her make-up room immediately after the performance ended.  She was removing her make-up herself; she could not do the job properly. She could not remove the color from her face completely.  In fact she did not know whether the make-up was totally erased. Her attention was not on cleaning up her face… She was aware that she was Vasanthi, that she donned the role of Mohini and that she had to remove her make-up. But beyond and above this awareness there was some other feeling that engulfed her attention.  That feeling pervaded through her awareness and appeared to dominate it. She could not clearly comprehend what that feeling was; she did not try to understand it…  It was her conviction that Saradhy could also enact romance superbly.  The world was unaware of his potential.  Where was the emotion which Saradhy was unable to portray?  She succeeded in proving it to the world.  In so doing, it appeared that something else also got established.  She did not quite know what it was.  It did not get clarified in spite of her efforts.  She could sense a feeling of a fret and shyness in her.  She thought of calling Saradhy but she did not.  Something within her was withholding her; she felt that Saradhy should not be seen by her then.  She felt that, after removing her make-up as best as she could, she should be going home directly without seeing Saradhy…  She was engrossed in finding out how quickly she could remove her make-up and what route she should take to reach her home, without being seen by Saradhy.  No, it was not just a thought; her entire person was urging her to do so.


 


Saradhy was removing his make-up.  He did not play a similar character in the past.  He did not adorn such dress, properties or jewellery. Special properties and jewellery selected for the present role for ears, neck, fingers, and the royal embellishments of the dress were  novel.  He had some difficulty in removing them.  Usually he used to receive summons from Vasanthi before he could attend to himself.  So he used to first go to her and help her remove her make-up.  Only after that job was completed would he return to remove his make-up.  That day he did not get a call from Vasanthi.  Even if she did not call, he himself could go to her. Somehow he seemed to be aware that he would not receive her call that day.  Something seemed to warn him that he should not go even if he received a call.


 


Saradhy was skilful and clever.  He remained unmarried. He was known to have had sexual relationships with many sex-workers. No one had a good opinion of his moral character.  He himself used to say that it was not necessary for anyone to have a good opinion of his morals. Still, he might be considered to be a man of good character. He never desired a family woman and tried to entice her with money or gifts. If he noticed a family woman evince an interest in him, he followed the rules of decent behaviour and avoided paying attention to her. He was a very modest and docile person, when he visited his friends. He was a yogi whose senses were under his perfect control. All women in his friend’s households were affectionate and very free with him. He used to treat them as his sisters or as his daughters. Perhaps no one else could distinguish between right and wrong conduct as he would. Today that sort of Saradhy’s mind was also experiencing a feeling of fret and of hesitation. But the feeling which dominated his mind was the recollection of the flicker of happiness he experienced in his inner consciousness. He felt like going to Vasanthi on his own and helping her. But his mind was hesitant. His consciousness was urging him to go but his mind was withholding him. The conflict remained unclear and indistinct within him.
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