





-

29 THE RITES OF PASSAGE AND KUTIYATTAM

sacrifices performed by the temple priests, it is also done in honor of the chief
diety.

Rites of Separation

For the actors, the rites of separation commence in the confines of the
dressing room, a small room behind the stage. The space is significant, for it
may be viewed as a liminal space in this house of worship and liminality.
It is neither part of the stage nor part of the auditorium. Separation takes place
in that area ““betwixt and between”, where the actor must make the necessary
transformation from the world of reality to the world of the play.

The room is lighted by a simple bell-metal oil lamp about two feet high.
The lamp is lighted by the sacred fire brought from the oil lamp which burns
in the sanctum sanctorum of the temple before the idol of the chief diety. A
small pot of holy water is also brought from the sanctum for use in the
preliminary and concluding stage rituals.

The process by which the actor undergoes the rites of separation is as
follows: Sitting crosslegged on the floor in front of the oil lamp; he dips his
ring finger of his right hand in a little clarified butter (ghee) and touches his
forehead just between his eyes; then he touches the tip of his nose and his
chin. Finally he touches his right cheek and then his left. He takes a strip of
red cloth and reverently touches his eyes. After tying the cloth around his
forehead, he wipes the oil across his face from right to left. When he has
thoroughly oiled his face he places his palms together before his chest and
recites some mantras honoring the gods and goddesses. At last he proceeds to
put on the make-up of the character that he is to portray. It has been said that
once these rites are completed, Kitiyagtam should be performed on the same
day and should never be postponed. With reference to Vedic rites, Hubert

and Mauss observe that,

From the moment that (the sacrifice) has begun, it must continue to the
end without interruption in ritual order. The forces at work, if they are
not directed in exactly the way prescribed, elude both sacrifier and priest
and turn upon them in a terrible fashion.*

The separation rites are charged with symbolic significance. The
clarified butter, for example, is considered a pure substance, having been
derived from the cow. A Hindu regards the head as the purest part of the body,
the seat of reason, thought, intelligence and wisdom. And for the actor, the
face is the most important part of his head since the emotional content of the
play is conveyed mainly through facial expressions and_eye movements. By
tying the red cloth around his forehead the actor begins to separate his
individual personality and the knowledge of it and to gradually assume the
role and character of another being. He must enter the sacred world cautiously,
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in rites which separate them from the profane and help them to enter the
sacred. The drummer performs rites which sanctify the stage and transforms
it into a liminal space. Prior to the performance, he lights a wick from the fire
in the dressing room and lights the wicks of the large lamp on the stage. Fire
(Agni) is holy and serves as witness to the sacrifices made to the gods. With the
rising smoke the oblations reach heaven where they sustain and please the
dieties. Thus the transfer of sanctified fire from the purity of the sanctum
sanctorum to the dressing room and then to the stage shows the extension of
the purity which links all three places to the diety and makes the event of
the performance holy.

As the fire burning before the temple diety presides over the sacrifice
and illuminates the splendour of the diety so the fire which burns before the
actors who play characters from the other world presides over their sacrifice,
illuminating it for the spectators. The performance is a reflection of the divine
world and as such is a visualization of god’s illusion (dyd). To have a
glimpse (darsana) of this world is considered auspicious just as it is for a
devotee to have a glimpse of the diety in the sanctum of the temple. The
flickering light from the lamp lends a mystery to the characters. Men change
into god-like beings and the change is mystical and powerful only as long as
the mystery is maintained. To know god is not to see him but to recognize
him in things.

Liminality

After these separation rites have been concluded and the stage sanctified
and ready to receive the epic personages, the musicians play a special pattern
of drumming which signals the actor to enter. Attendants hold a red curtain
upstage of the lamp as the first actor enters from the upstage door to the right
of the audience, which by tradition is always used for entrances. Theoreti-
cally, the actor does not make his entrance until the curtain has been removed.
So the next preliminary items are designed to arouse suspense in the audience
but especially to give the actor an opportunity to complete his incorporation
into the spiritual world. Behind the curtain and to the accompaniment of the
drums and symbols the actor performs a special pattern of dance and
gestures called marayil kriya. The significance of all the symbolic gestures
used in this item of ritual are not understood even by the actors, but it must be
performed by all actors before they make their first appearance before the
spectators. It would seem that since the ritual is done facing the drums, it is
designed to show respect for the musical instrument as well as to give the
actor a final moment to make his formal transition into character. Once the
marayil kriya is completed, the actor splashes holy water on his face three times
while reciting a special mantra. This act symbolizes bathing and thus has a
purifitory function. Again it should be noted that the face is the centre of the
ritual observance. Once the actor has assumed his entrance position, five




















