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Bhagavatas started spreading all over the land. Heliodorus, the Greek
ambassador to the court of Sunga king Kautsiputra Bhagabhadra erected a
thirty-foot high monolithic Garuda pillar in honour of Vasudeva in the 2nd
century B.C. and proclaimed himself ‘Bhagavata’. The patronage of Gupta
emperors gave an impetus to the Bhagavata cult. Chandra Gupta II was a
devout Vaishnava and he assumed the title ‘Pamara-Bhagavata’ to announce
his religious leanings. The Vishnu temple at Deogarh build around 500 A.D.
is known as Dashavatar temple. Mamallapuram inscription of eighth century
A.D. mentions ten incarnations of Vishnii. The well-known Kailasha temple
and Dashavatar cave at Ellora bears the sculptural representation of some
of the avataras of Vishnu. There are numerous inscriptions and epigraphs
referring to the one or many incarnations. We find many panels depicting
divine incarnations. One such panel is in the Bharatpur Museum. The
worship of Dashavatar took many forms in the course of time. Malla kings of
Vishnupur are credited with the invention of Dashavatar playing cards,
round in shape. The pack of 120 cards is divided into 10 groups each bearing
the name of one of the incarnations of Vishnu. Bhavishya and Vishnu Puranas
tell us about ‘Dashavatar Vrata’ when the images of ten incarnations are
worshipped for attaining Vishnulok after death.

Though the Krishna-drama is quite ancient, it is rather difficult to state
exactly when the Dashavatar drama as such came into being. However
Puranas do prescribe the use of dance, drama and music to appease the gods.
In fact, according to tradition, drama is the best service one can offer to
Vishnu. Bharata also agrees with this. He says : “The gods are never so pleased
on being worshipped with scents and garlands, as they are delighted with the
performance of dramas’ (XXXVI 81-2). In the Bhagavata Purana Vishnu
says that the devotees should on festive religious occasions, enact his Jeelas
before his image in the temple. A tenth century inscription refers to ‘Preksha’
presented before the idol of Vishnu by the talented dancing girls of exceptional
beauty and grace. It says : ‘owing to the temptation of seeing the beautiful
dancing girls the enemy of Madhu (Vishnu) does not leave his own image for
a moment.” (Ep. Ind. Vol. XXII, p. 124) Another inscription refers to a grant
made by the king to a temple for performing plays — Prekshanakas — before
Lord Shrikrishna (I.A., Vol. XLI, 1912, p. 20). Ubhayabhisarika Bhan of
Vararuchi refers to a musical play performed in the temple of Bhagavan
Narayan Vishnu. Rajatarangini mentions the tradition of performing danees
in the temple of Keshava (4. 269-274). An inscription attached to Anant
Vasudeo temple at Bhuvaneshvar speaks about a hundred deer-eyed girls
adept in the arts of dancing and singing. Naturally the stories associated with
ten incarnations of Vishnu must have been transformed into musical dance-
dramas for presentation. However it is around the twelth century that we find
positive literary evidence indicating the existence of a dance-performance
based on the Dashavatar theme as such. We also have inscriptional evidence
to show that such dance used to be performed in the Nata Mandir of a well-
known temple.
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of this combat. (NS 22. 1-16). Ranamale, Tratika, Putana, Virabhadra,
Balakrida Kala, Gaulan Kala, Gopal Kala are some of the dramatlc forms of
Goa connected with the Dashavatara themes.

The prevalant dance forms like Goff and Ras are also connected with
the Krishnavatar of Vishnu. These plays are presented at temple festivals and
Jatras. Dashavatar is the most developed dramatic form of the region.
According to some scholars it came to Goa from Karnataka. Goa and Karna-
taka were under the Vijayanagar empire from A.D. 1367 to 1468. Upto 1781
some parts of Goa were under Kanaree Sondkar rulers. Though the Yaksha-
gana of Karnataka is known as Dashavatar Ata there is hardly any resembl-
ance between Dashavatar Ata of Karnataka and Dashavatar of Goa and
Konkan except that we find some Kannada words and songs included in
Dashavatar plays. All the forms of Vaishnava drama are interrelated in the
sense that they are regional variations of the countrywide theatre movement
impired by the Bhagavata cult. Krishnattam and Kathakali of Kerala,
Yakshagana of Karnataka, Kuchipudi of Andhra, Bhagvatmela of Tamilnadu,
Ankia Nat of Assam, Leela plays of Uttar Pradesh, Raes of Gujarat and
Manipur belong to the same tradition. These are in one way or another
connected with Dashavatar themes, though their execution differs. In the
Ras leela of Vrindavan sometimes the ten incarnations are shown on the
stage. In the Kuchipudi play ‘Bhama Kalapam’ the heroine Satyabhama while
describing Krishna, mentions his ten incarnations and shows all of them on
the stage through dance and ab/inaya. This portion is known as Dashava-
tarabhinayam. Lalit is the most ancient dramatic form of Maharashtra in
which Dashavatars are mentionedin the Purvaranga. Ofall the dramatic forms
mentioned above the Dashavatar of Goa and Konkan is unique in the sense
that in it efforts are made to accommodate in a single performance as many
of the incarnations as possible. Of course some of the incarnations like
Matsyavatar, Nrusimhavatar, Vamanavatar, Ramavatar and Krishnavatar
are played prominently. The play, after elaborate Purvaranga, opens with the
Matsyavatar. Demon Sankasura steals the Pedas from Brahma, and Vishnu
after killing the demon recovers them. Sankasura of Dashavatar is the villain
and the jester combined in one. Buddha and Kalki incarnations are not
shown on the stage. Actors in the guise of Parashuram, Kurma and Varaha
do appear on the stage but no episode related to these incarnations is shown
on the stage. Dramatised episodes from Rama and Krishna incarnations
occupy an important position in the scheme of the Dashavatar play. The
tradition of presenting Dashavatari plays in temples still lingers in Goa,
though in quite an abridged form. Sometimes the show ends with Matsya-
vatar. This portion of the play is called Sankasur Kala also.

Krishna-drama is at least as old as the Balacharitam of Bhasa. This
play written about 400 B.C. invits opening shloka mentions some of the incar-
nations of Vishnu like Narayana, Vishnu-Vaman, Ram and Krishna. In the
play Karnabharam he has mentioned the Nrusimhavatar—man-lion incarna-








