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I
n most pre- indu strial gemeinschafr societ ies dance developed a.Ii a communal activity
celebrating marri age. chi ldbinh, harvest or a victory or sometimes as a mode of defy­
ing or alleviating pain and grie f after death or warding off an aftliction by evil spiriI5.

Both males and females part icipated in different ways in this with allotted roles accord­
ing to local custom. But as da nce evolved into a more sophisticated art. with a ctcar dis­
tinction between the dancer and the audience. there also developed sharper differences
between male and fema le role s and a gradual dominance of the female in dance which
came to be considered a more feminine art. In Indian classical dance , however, the evo­
lution of male and female roles in dance was far more complex than in any other civi­
lization, In particular, the position of the male dancer has been a paradox for centuries in
South India. Lord Siv a was glori fied as the king of dance from the 5th century onwards
and his icon adorns the stage in pre sent -day Bharatana tyam performances. But the maj or­
ity of Bharata natyam dancers are and have always been women. Bycontrast, in Kuchipudi
and Kathaka li (as well as Sattriya and Chhau) the dancers till recently were all men tak­
ing both the male and female roles. These paradoxes need some explanation. It cannot be
argued that either the male or female anatomy is specially fitted for this or that dance role
as both have the ir excellences and limitations. The reasons for gender-dance relations in
India are neither anatomical nor purely religious but socia-historical. This article trac~s

the ambival ences and paradoxes of these relations to several rival traditions and then
complex interac tions. Our thes is may be summed up as follows.

J. The interre lat ion s of art and religion have played an important pan in male-female
participation in dance but in an extremely complex way. Unfortunately. these have
been oversimp lified. particularly in the case of India by the influence of Dr Ananda
K. Coomaraswamy as well as lay Western obse rvers. To understand the peculiarities
in the evolutio n of the performing arts and male and fema le roles therein. we ne~d a
more critical diale ctical analysis of the interactions of art. society. state and orgamzed

religion than is available in histories of Indian an.
2. The paradox of the male monopoly in the dance-drama traditions of Kuchipu~i or

Kathakali (with males taking female roles also). derives from a convoluted pne:t ­
versus-dancer rivalry and ritual-versus-art conflict. which were resolved by a special

interpretation of the concep t of dance as yagna or sacrifice.
3. The female mo nopoly of Bharatanaryarn in South Indian society. where the Lord of

dance is the male dancer Nataraja who defeated the female dancer Kali, see~s. to be
an eve n greater paradox. But it can be accounted for by the stronger rival uadluon of
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Bhal ti Srunaara or devotional eroticism which took shape about the same time as the
Nataraja cult, It generated a strong cha in reaction by which the Hindu temple became
the perm anent patron of the femal e dance r interpreting Srungara or the erotic corn­
position s on the deity.

4. These socio-h istorical forces worked often in the disguise of religious prescriptions.
A less paradoxi cal and more functional allocation of male and female roles in dance
is developing in India mainly becau se of the secular ization of society and a more
rational analytical view of art

l et us now elaborate these points.

The complex art-religion relation has bee n oversimplified as one of harmony by la)'
observers and supported by the misleading proclamation of the identity of art and religion
by the great savant Dr Ananda K. Coomaraswarny. The form er are impressed by the asso­
ciation of music and dance with deities in sculpture and in the puranas, port raying Sivaas
Nararaja . the dance king or Veenadhara, the musician, Krishna as Kaliyamardana dancing
un the serpent Kaliya or Venugopala the flute player and Saraswati as a Veena player.
They also notice that practically all the songs in concert or dance performances are about
deities and their doings. Coomaraswamy however went much further than this to argue for
the identity of art and religion throu gh his own interpretation of Indian aesthetics andhis
contempt for Western secularization of art', I have cr iticized his sweeping equation in
considerab le detail (in The Sacred and the Secular in India 's Performing Arts) and argued
that. far from being a natural eternal association . the relation between the two was never
a simple one either in India or Europe but was dialectical. being go verned by changing
soc io-historical patterns of confrontation, compromise and appropriation', To sum it up
briefly: there was a period down to the 6th ce ntury in all India when music and dance had
strong secular orientations and more particular ly in Tamil Nadu fro m the Sangam to the
ear ly pcst-Sangam age when poetic literature was totally secular without even prayer
songs to preface the Sangam anthologies. Then 3 speci fic psycho-soci al revolution took
~Iace against an ascetic religion like Jainism and dry Brahmin ritualism through an ernerg­
mg cul t of devotion to a personalized god . i.e . Bhakti. The Bhakti poe ts naturally adopt­
ed the earlier dominant erotic romantic genre of poetry in Tamil caned Aham, thus mak­
ing their de·v~tional poetry an emoti onal outpouring of love to an intimate personal god.
At t~ e sam~ time. they took over the idea of the deity as a munificent king from a~o~
earlier poeu c genre, Aarruppadai, glorifying a king free with his gi fts to poets. mus1c1ans

and dancers. Thu s the Hindu temple deity as Raja became the permanent patron of ~e
sensuous arts of dance and music. This relation was sustained by the ruling monarchs.ID

~elum for I ~g i timization by the temple priests. making the religion-an assoc iation a poh~ '
Ical convemence. \Ve will elaborate this in detail later in Sec tion HI. Quite apart fromthis
dev.elopmen.t. performing arti sts appropriated some sacralizing rites particularly in~orth
India to aVOId acc usations ~n~ hara ssment by priests and kings as we arg~e jn.Secho~,~

\Ve may add that the retigion-an relation was not one of harmony or ldentitYbul
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quite dialect ical in Eu rope too. Th e Hell enic civ ilization developed the performing arts of
music, dance and drama in a context where religious activity was social and celebratory
and the temple was a communal inst itution-e-m compact ci ty stales. The same idL'<!." were
taken over by the Roman Empire too but perhaps vulg arized as part of decaden t aristo­
cratic entertainment. But early Ch ristianity wh ich grew as a co unter to stale authority was
ascetic and tried to wipe out m uch of the Hellenic heri tage in dance and music '. It was
only after the Church itse lf became an imperium in the late medieval period that it adopt­
ed the role of a patron of sculpture. painting and architecture- and music. though dance
itself was nor enco urage d. Some of the Church fathers like Pope Gregory considered all
art including literature as competitors for attention agai nst the Holy Writ. Later. the
Catholic Chu rch be gan to rely more heavily on art for its influence during the Co unter­
Reformat ion period part icularly wit h the pai nting of Rubens, even as Prote stants init iated
a period of iconoclasm. Th e wave of sec ulariza tion o f an in Europe followed c!tsenlial/y
after all this religious antagonism and the violent Thirty Years w ar. Coomarnswamy

ignored all this history and the work of contemporary Marxist art historians and chara c­
terized secularization as a mistake'. We arg ue instead that the relati on of religion to art,
particular ly the performing arts, was neither o ne of harmony nor of total antagon ism bUI
pretty complicated. dependi ng on soc io-eco nomic and socio-historica l conditions.

This is not lO deny that the psychology of the individual artist at work may have much
in common with that of the religi ous mystic, the yogi or the contemp lative monk in his
cloister in terms of mental conce ntra tion, iden tification and self-hypnosis. But it still
remains an individua l acti vity in isolat ion . Its impact on soc iety iii wha t makes it relevant
and important. T he conseq uences of artistic activity in a soc iety are outside the ambit of
individual psy chology and depend on compl ex (mostly) non-religiou s socio-hisrorical fac­
tors at thai time . O ur ex planatio n of male or fem ale monopolies is based pr imarily on such
socio-historical fac tors, with on ly side glances: at indh 'iduaJpsycholog ical n:li~ iou ..; inspi­
ration. Th us we argue in Sec tio n II that the male monopoly of dance for a long time in
Kuchipudi and Kathakuli was based upon the socio-historical context of regarding dance
and drdffl3 as yagna against a background of the anrago nism of priests. lawgivers a~d
statesmen towards perform ing artists. Similar ly we maintain in Section III that despite
worshippi ng the male god Nataraja as (he Lord of dance, a combinat ion of socio-h iston­
cal influences namely Bh akti Srungara, Rajupach ara and royal land grant s bypassed
Nararaja as a rol e model for male dancers and instead used him as Ihe subjec t of the- erot­

ic yearnin gs o f female dancers.

II

Most schola rs rake serio usly the g lorifical ion and d i"'inizalion o f the performing art, in
texts on mu sic and dance but rar ely look at the contrary evidence fr~m oth~r s~urccs '. 8y
analyzing such other sources one is incl ined to be lie ve that performing artrsts in part icu ­
lar were Suspected and attacked from two sides. On the one hand . Dhanna!'>a'itras like
Manu' s and var iou s priestly tex ts a ttacked music and dance as enemies of self-control to
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be avoided. On the other hand , authors on statecraft like Kaut ilya regarded dancers and

travelling dance troupes as possible spies.
Thus Manu incl udes learnin g of music and dance among various things to be avoided

by students of the Vedas who have to cultivate self-co ntrol and adv ises the King to ban­
ish dancers, singers etc. from his ci ty' , Dance in particula r was portrayed as the chief
weapo n of seduction of sages doing pen ance. Epic s and Puran as contain several such SUr

ries. apart from the well known story of Menaka sedu cing sage Viswam itra' . The term
used for an ac tor (or dancer) 'S ailusa' in the Sukla Yaju rveda and Taittiriya Brahmana

gradually acqu ired a pejorative meaning. Pantanj ali' s Mahabhashva also menti ons that an

acto r's wife, herse lf playing vario us role s, when asked "who m do you be long to", always

replies "to you, to you'" , Elsew here it is stated that acto rs and dancers mate with anyone

like vowe ls with consonants". Buddh ist Sanskrit texts also refer to the seductive power of
actresses. The A vadanasataka describes how an actress from a South Indian dramatic
troupe performing in Rajagriha was a great seducer of monks". One can dig up several
more instances showing how sacred literature and Dharmasastras regarded the perform­
ing arts as enemi es of self-control".

Statesmen and writers on statecraft considered actors and dancers as effective spies.
Kautilya ' s Arthasastra refers to the practice of employing them for espionage among ene­
mies and the undesirables and suspects of one' s own kingdom and also menti ons how
dramatic performances provide suitable opportunities for murder and sabotage" , Such
employment of actors and dancers for espionage cut both ways. They were also suspect
as ene my agents at home and still more suspect when they travelled to anoth er state as a
troupe. All these are borne out by example s from the Puranas , Itihasas and Buddhist and
Prakrit literature". Thus, courtesan Vasavadatia was accused of Ireason and mutilated and
courtesan Arnbapali 's loyalt y to the city state of Vaisali was suspect because of her liai­
son with King Bimbisara . Anoth er interesting example comes from Harivamsa. a supple­
ment to the Mohabha ruta", Pradyunma, so n of Lord Kri sna. was in love with Prabhavali,
daug hter of the powerful de mon king Vajranabha, who was an enem y of the gods. Krishna
and his tribe secure the aid of a gifted actor, Bhadra , and get into the demon king's cil}'
as a dramatic troupe, perfo rm several dramas w.. hile Prady um na carries on his love affair
with Prabhavati. Finally the troupe k..ills the dem on king. and carries his da ughter away to
ce lebrate her marriage with Pradyurnna. The Mahabhara ta also incl udes an acco unt of the
siege of Krishn a's cap ital by King Salva and how the actors and dancers were evicled
from the ci ty as security risks" .

All to ld, there is substantial evidence of suspicion , restric tion, and some harassment of
performing art ists by prie sts and law givers on one side and state offici als on the other. par­
ticularly in North India". One may also infer that one common wa y in which performing
art ists safeguarded themselves from such harassment was to rel ate their profession 10 reli­
gion in severa l ways and claim divine origins for it.

Bhamta's Natyasa stra pro vides indirect ind ications of this in its fi rst and last chaplers.
if we read betwee n the lines II'. In the first chapter, as soon as a drama is scheduled for per­
formance Ihere is harassme nt from the demons wh ich is stopped by Indra using his JaIjara.
BUI the demons co me back and Brahma has 10 do some ex plai ning and suggest the per-
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forrnance of yag na ri tuals . which co nst itute the Purvaranga of the performance. Evident ly
the "explanation ' was not qu ite enough. In the last chapter on how drama came down from
heaven fa earth, Bha rara explains how his Sons adep t in Natyaiastra insulted the sages by
caricaturing them in a da nce drama-and how they were cursed to be born in a low caste
on earth. The curse was reversed by their performing natya as yag nll or sacrific. They
came back to heaven lea ving their progeny to practi se and teach natya. An other story in
the l aiminiya Brahmana desc ribes a con test betwee n the gods and Death. Prajapau teach­
es the gods to win through appropriating musical metre s by ritualizing rnem". The fore­
going stories and a few similar ones point to the frequent antagonism between ritualist
priests and performing artists, reso lved ten tatively by some rituals before the perfor­
mance, called Purvaranga, and by regaIding the performance itself as a yO,vua or sacrifice.
Kalidasa' s prayer verse (Nandi) to his drama Malavikagnimltram. referri ng to it as a krutu
or sacrifice for the eyes, con firm s that thi s metaphor was well estab lished.

But the yagna metaphor and its symbolism and rituals involved a price in later cen­
ruries", It gradua lly led to the exclusion of wom en as 'u nclean ' from the natya-y" gna. In
ancient times ved ic rituals involved and presc ribed lhe participa tion of women. In the
dominant Natyasastra peri od dow n to the 5th century both male and female dancers took
pan in dance-dramas" . But with successive foreign invasions. particularly after thal of the
Huns. excl usion of women from publ ic parti cipation took shape grad ually as a measu re of
protect ion, and exclusion from some religious rituals was justified On the basis of (men­
srrual) uncleanliness. Ir was in this later context of treating narya as yagna with austere
attributes of ritua l purity that the excl usive male dance-drama traditi ons of Kuchipudi and
Bhagavata Melam we re shaped by Agni hotris. Simi larly, Kutiyartam and lalcr Kathab Ji
which started as offerings in a temple took over the idea of yagna. The former used
women of the specific ca ste of Na mbiars for female roles but with strict rules of purity
within the temple Kootnarnbalam. BUf K:uhakali opted in favour of an all-male cast to
preserve ritual punty" ,

The )'agna met aphor did not strike deep roots in Tamil Nadu [hough local variants of
Purvaranga practices were followed-as atte sted by Silappadikaram and the detailed
commentary on it by Adiyarku Nallar". The dominant influe nce in Tamil Nadu was the
sustained chain reactio n emanating from the devotional ero ticism or Bhakti Srungara
shaped by the devot ional poets from the 6th century onward s. eclipsing even the power­

ful Nataraja symbolism.

III

The image, philosophy and symbolism of dancing Siva or Nataraja achieved their dis­
tincr shape mainly in Tamil Nadu , though dancing-Siva sculptures were known all over

India at least from the 5th ce ntury onwards. But the symbolism did not much ~n:oura.ge

male dancing because another powerful concatenation of ideas and practices, s~run~ WIth
the devotional or Bhakti cull overs hadowed it and set off a chain reaction which did not
exhaust itself till the middle of the 20th century. We will discuss the tWO COn/ending fac-



8 v. S L! f:l R A~tANIAM

tors in that order. Contrary to popular opinion, Siva as dancer is no t sacra lized in the ear­
lier Sanskrit sacred texts" . There is no men tion of Siva as a dancer in the famous
'Rudram' of Yuj urveda. which attributes many other roles to him including that of a thief.
Nor doe s Sve tasva tara Upanishad an important basis of Saivite thei stic philosophy. men­
tion Siva 's dance. The concept of Siva as dancer in fact loo k clear shape in Tamil Nadu
between 2nd and 5th centuries, in particu lar at the hands of Karaikal Ammaiyar in her
famous MoorhaTiruppudigam, though there is referenc e to Siva' s dances in Tirumoolar's
Tirumanttrom and in Silanpadikaram which probably belon g to a later date. Karaikkal
describes the wild dance of Siva in Tiruvalangadu in the burn ing ground surrounded by
ghosts (pey) dan cing with him. \Vild dancing was alrea dy a part of Tamil soc ial culture to
cure illnesses supposedly caused by evil spirits or even to express the sheer joy of living.
But Siva ' s wild dance is conceived here as the conques t of death, a theme common to sev­
eral cul tures-s-us portrayed in the phoenix of the ancient Middle East or in the resurrec­
tion of Jesus Christ. or the song of the free soul at the end of Talttirivopanisnad.
Ultimately. the idea of this conquest led to the practice of celebrating it. Siva's Srnasana
Nrutta or Sarnhara Tandava led to his dance of ecstasy, the Ananda Tandava.

The orig inal idea of dancing Siva was non-Aryan and non-scr iptural but very soon
found it s way into San skrit scriptures as w ell as Brahm inic rituals. Thus the three thou­
sand (or 2999) Brahmins of Chidarnbaram chose that place 10 se ttle down for meditation
and discussion probably about the lst century B.C. with Siva as their Sabh anayaka or
President". At some stage before the 6th century, Siva was accepted as a joyful dancer
with his icon installed in the temple essentially under local Tamil influence . \Vhen and
how this took place in this period is still a matter for research. But the presence of a strik­
ing image of dancing Siva in the late 6th century is attested by the famous Tevararn of
Saint Appar, 'Kunitha Puruvamum '?':

Thy bent eyebrow, the blossoming smile on (hose red lips

Thy matted rocks, the milk-white ashes adorning thy coral -like body
Thy golden foot lifted sweet ly

To see just that, one needs to be born a human being on this earth.

Appar ' s six padigams and two tandakams on Koli, i.e . Chid ambaram, lea ve us in no
doubt about an actual image of dancin g Siva. In one padigam each verse is devoted to

describing one limb separately . e.g. the foo t, the hand s, the dark neck. eIC_, ending with
the exclamation: "What else is there to see after seeing [tha t]", Th e hymns of Gn:ma
Sambandha also run along similar lines. describing Ch ida mbaram as a ci ty of rich people
in rich houses. The Chidamb aram Brahmins, i.e. Diksh itars, saw no conflict in the addi­
tion of the worship of the Nataraja image to their traditional sacrificial fire rituals proba­
bly because Siva is equated with fire scripturally" . Gn anasarnbandha describes these

.Brahmins as lear ned fire worshipppers in the tevaram 'Kartu angu eri ombi' and portrays
Siva in another tevuram, 'Audinai Naru Nevvodu'", as dancins in Chidambaram indissol-.. ~

ubly united with milk, curds, ghee and Brahmins. He also sings at length in another hymn
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'Tiruttala cbati' about how Natar aja defeated the female dancer Kali in a co mpetition
establish ing male supremacy in da nce. The worshi p of the joy fully dancing Siva was thus
firmly entrenched in the South by the 6th century if not ear lier. The South Indian glorifi­
cat ion of Nataraj a mOSI prob ably influen ced later co mmentaries on Bharutas
Natvasastra. Aohinavagupta's commentary in the 10th cent ury starts with the prayer
'Angikam ' to danci ng Si va alone while Bharata begins with a joint prayer to Brahma and
Siva.

The dancing Si va icon and the related cult constituted perhaps the most powerful fac­
lor in shaping Hind u iconography and Sa ivite philosophy. The ca sting of the beautiful
Nataraja icon by the eire perdu process in the Chela period led to enormous advances in
the conception a nd cas ting of the most beautiful bronzes in the world portraying all the
anatomical and spiri tual graces of the human body . The dancing Siva with his flying locks
of hair, carry ing fire. dru m and a deer, formed the basic symbolism of Saiva Siddhanta
philosophy wh ich Dr An anda K. Coom araswamy drew upon to explain the icon' s beauty

and spiritual meaning in his famo us essay". In more recent times. Western scientists have
found in it me best symbolic represen tation of the birth of the universe. Bill with all/hat.
it had practica lly no influ ence (/s a role model f ur male dancers and generated I/ O lasting
tradition ofmale dancing.

This forms the ce ntral paradox of the evolution of Bharatanatyam into a female mono­
poly in Tamil Nad u under the watchful eye of the victorious male king of dancers. II hap­
pened because a concatenati on of three aesthetic and socio-political factors. namely
Bhakti Srungara, the king-god symbolism. and royal support for temple arts look shape
about the same lime as the growth of the Nataraja cult and bypas sed it altogether. Each
one of these was powerful en ough but in com bination they were almost irresistible. In
addition, they ge nerated a chain reaction which virtually entrenched female monopo ly for
centuries. I have traced thes e in considerable deta il elsewhere and will give just a brief

account here in support o f my thesis" .
The devotional cult or Bhakti took sha pe in Tamil Nadu from the fifth century onwards

from several sources . such as d issatisfaction with the ascetici sm of Jainism and Brahmin
ritualism and the spread of the Bhagavatha cult from the North. but it took an intense
emotional garb due to a special poetic legacy in Tamil. The saint-singers of Tam.iJ NiJd.u
from the 6th century searched for ways of expressing a more intimate relation With th~lr

God than ascetic sel f co ntro l and found it in the Aham genre of poetry of the earlier
Sangam age. This genre focussed on various aspects of the love relat ionship bel.",~en a
man and a woman. Th is wa s done according to three strict grammatical prescrtpuon s.
Each poem should be in the fir st person singular. me person relating his own feelings; the
identity of the speaker and listener should never be revealed and the mood for the e~o­
tional expres sion sho uld be cre ated by a description of a suitable natural surroundmg.
These rules elaborated in Tolkappivam were intended to transmit the experience directly
from the poe m to the listener and were followed faithfully in the large cor~)Us of .Aham
poetry>, In add ition to its po wer of co mmunication. Aham was the dominant hter~
genre of Tamil and a acnre which the Tamil s were inordinately proud of. The Bbakti
poets. panicularly the v aishnavite ones o r Alwars , naturally look it as a model and cast
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themselve s in the transvestite role of the pining lovelorn beloveds of Lord Krishna while
the Saivite poets expressed similar feelings for S1\'a. The emotional intensity and beauty
of their hymns thus created Bhakti Srungara or de votional eroti cism in poetry. The hymns
were meant to be sung in select Panns, i.e.. melod ic modes. and to certain rhythm or tala,
and they enriched thereby the evolving South Indian Pann system of classical music.
Dance was already practised by female 'courtesans' in Tamil Nad u and there was the

older tradition of the Panan as the SInging husband and Vira li, his dancing wife, in the
Sangarn period. Saint Appar also refers to a substantia l number of dancers in his hymns
on TirU varurlO

• These relationships of Pann music and dance with the hymns by them­
selves might have taken ove r Bhakti Srungara into dance as its ma in theme. But there
were two other factors which hastened this marriage. One such factor took shape when
Saivite Bhakti poets transmuted another older Tamil poe tic ge nre or Aarruppadai into
Bhakti poetry . In that genre. a lucky minstrel or Panan who recei ved presents from a gee­
erous king. or chieftain shows the way to his castle to ano ther indigent minstrel. The
Saivite Bhakti poets or Nayanars in part icular took up this model fir st and sang of Siva as
a munificent king with the temple as his palace and the Alwars also adopted this model.
Following this, several deities acquired roya l names such as Nataraja, Rangaraja,
Govindaraja , Tyagaraja, Rajagopala and the like. Thu s Aham-based Bhakti love poetry
and the identification of the deity as King together legitimized the offering of music and
dance in the temple as rajopachara, i.e. sensuous offe rings to a munificent art-loving
king-god . The simultaneous transmutation of Ah arn and Aarruppadai genres into devo­
tional poetry onto music and dance indirectly encouraged the shaping of the institution of
dancing girls for the temple and the royal court as these two were equated metaphorical­
ly".

Dancing girls were known in the ear ly stages of the Bh akti movement as Appar refers
to them in his song on Tiruvaru r. The offering of music and dance to the deity as
rajopachara was promoted by the existing pop ulation of dancing girls and received the
sanctification of the Agamas whic h were taking shape from the 6th century onwards. A
third factor, that of politico-economic support, came into play to stren gthen the practice
of r~jopachara. New dynasties like Che la looked for legit imation by temple institutions
and In return made generous land gra nts to support the temple and its art ists . This pf:lC­

lice was entrenched by Raja Raja Che la's glorification of dancing Siva or Adalvallan as

his perso nal deity, his commandeering of over fou r hundre d dancing girls from various
other temples and settling them in fou r streets round his Brihadeeswararn temp le. and his
genera l effort to replicate the Chidarnbaram format in his Thanjavur temple" , Inscriptions
the~in not only refer to the four hundred dancers and their specializing in Aariyam and
Tamil songs separately but also to the titles conferred on those who in terpreted Tevar;lfllS
bes t such as 'Sambandha Talaikkoli' ". Thus did Bhakti Srungara generate the fewale

monopo ly of interpreting it in dance by the concatenation we have traced above.
. ~ere rema ins a nagging question. If Bhakti Srungara was essentially the creation of
inspired menta) transvest ite males why did it not generate (he traditi on of male dancers
interpreting it? The obvious answer is (hat it was not practical. It is one thing for an odd
love-drunk male devotee fantasizing as a lovelorn woman in literature and quite another
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10 build an institution of male dancers interpreting erotic songs on that basis. In fact, when
it was built into 'Araiyar sevai' , it became a marginal phenomenon. Moreover, Bhakti
Srungara developed along with the deity-as-king concept and generated a twin genre of
poetry expressing a woman 's love for the king himself which I have named decadent royal
romatic poetry" , Obviously, it would be incongruous if not obscene for a male dancer to
interpret in da nce the transvestite metaphor before royalty.

To sum up, the Nataraj a cult has had very little effect as a model or inspiration for pro­
dueing a tribe of male da ncers because of the concatenation of Bhakn Srungara drawn
from Aham poetry coupled with the deity-as-king metaphor, and the royal support of tern­
pies in return for legitimation, onto the emergence of the institution of temple dancing
girls or Devadasi s. That institution itsel f con tinued to strengthen the female-dancer syn­
drome over 'the centuries as it created its own endogamous caste system of Perin Melam
and Chinna Melam. with their ow n code s of marriage and pecking order. The men became
musicians essentially playing on instruments such ali the Nagaswaram and Veena while
others developed as dance teachers. As for the women, some were dedicated to the tern­
pIe as dancers or in other temple services and a few others married within the caste. The
same system developed in other parts of South India. e.g, in Andhra Pradesh and
Karnataka, The system migh t have started to decay by the exhaustion of artistic resources
but it received a boost in the 17th century. The dance repertoire which was drawn mostly
from Tamil Bhakti poetry was enriched by an inspired members of this caste, Muthu
Thandavar, fathering the 'Padarn' with separate musical limbs, i.e, Pallavi, Anupallavi

and Charanarn to suit dancing, but on the same basis of Bhakti Srungara''. About the same
time, Kshetragna in Andhra Pradesh inaugurated the same Padam genre. In both cases it
was expected to be danced by a woman, as it was more sharply erotic than devotional
poetry-portraying a woman in all her moods of jealousy, love, quarrelsomeness or ten­

demess or wantonness.
Later developments in musical composition, temple administration and princely

patronage all strengthened the institution of the female dancer. with her dance based on
Bhakti Srungara alternating with royal romantic poetry. Thus the creation ~f the most
elaborate dance composition , the Varnam, in the 19th century strengthened It further to
include several shades of the erotic with reinforcing digressions called sancharis" , Other
socia-economic developments, such as the rise of a sizeable landowner class under ~e

stable British Indian poli tical system and their tendency to use their agricu ltu~a l ~u~l us 10

expensive weddinas includ inu dance performan ces further strengthened the Institution of
the female dance~7 . In fact,ealmost all socio-historical, economic and artistic factors
favoured the female dancer.

IV

It follows from our account that gender monopolie s in Indian classical danc~ have
depended less on internal aesthetics or religious prescriptions but more on a vanety of
competing and convergin g socio-historical fuctors-sometimes under the guise of religion
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o r reasons o f s tate . The seculari za tio n of Indian society m ake s po ssible a socia-historical

analysis like the one we have attem pted to e xpose forgo tten a nd hidden factors and to look

at ge nder participation more functionally. \Vhen Rukmin i De vi opted to produ ce dance­

dr am a s after pu tt ing individual dan cing o n the backburner, she na turally looked for male

dancers for male ro les and took them from Kathaka li pra ctitioners-as fe w were available

fro m a mong Bharatanatyarn dancers. In course o f time Bh aratanatyarn has grad ua lly pro­

duced its own male dancers. Converse ly Kuc hi pu di q uickly accepted females as indivi­

d ual dance rs or for rol e s in dance-d rama s, an d Kat hak uli ha s done it a li tt le more slowly.

The increa sing popularity of dance-drama in th e place o f ind ividua l dance has played a

major pall in th is ra tion al outlook on male and fem ale roles in cl assical Ind ian dance, just

the way Bharatamuni po rtrayed it in his classic compe nd ium 0
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