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mala or garland of vyjayanti flowers.

Jagado dharaka namma, Udupi Sri Krishna.... Mother Yasodha calls

to Krishna and the child comes to her. She chxdes him for eating dirt

" and asks him to open his little mouth to find proof. Krishna laughs
and opens his mouth... and lo, it is not dirt that the mother beholds —
and the gathered pilgrims see — but the three Worlds. In a moment
laden with magic, Balasaraswati, now as Yasodha, now as Krishna,
makes the awe-struck worshippers see the Blue God transform himself
into the very Universe and then become the playful child again.
One man in the throng is not enchanted but enraged that anyone
should have the audacity to dance within the precincts of the temple
any more, since that kind of offering had been legally proscribed. He
objects but it seems Caeser’s civil law can't prevail in the Kingdom of
God that is Sri Krishna’s temple. He is taken in hand quietly but
firmly by a quintet of worshippers, led outside and left to rage there.
The dancing goes on.

Balasaraswati, whom none excels in abhinaya or mlmetlc dance, now
portrays Krishna as conceived in a pair of other famous songs, Jagado
dharana in Kapi and Naninne dhayana in Kanada. She is possessed, it
seems, by the idea that Krishna is indeed responding to her offering. It
is a thrilling experience for her and she returns to her home in Madras
with her heart suffused with its continuing vibrations. '

Entering her house, then in Egmore, she recounts her “experience” to
her mother Jayammal, She exclaims: “Amma, why am I still living in
this world after this experience? I wish Sri Krishna had taken me
away.” Mother Jayammal is deeply moved and responds startlingly:
“Yes, I wish He had done it. How extraordinarily fortunate would it
have been if He had...” She trails off, lost in the special feeling of the
moment, vicariously savouring her famous daughter’s experience.

As Balasaraswati recalls the incident for us, it occurs to us that such an
experience could be had only by a person for whom art is yoga, a
sadhana, and whose dedication has led her to practise her art to
perfection. It occurs to us, too, that the remark her mother made
could only be a reflection of a love given for its own sake, untinged by
possessiveness, and of an attitude that enabled the mother to see the ~
experience from her daughter’s point of view. - A

Balasaraswati is excited when she tells us about the incident, but
having told it, she lapses into a reverie. Silence. She must have been
thinking about her mother, for presently she says: “Do you see what
kind of a woman my mother was? For her, music was God. When she
sang, it was full of raga bhava. And how many padams, how many
javalis she could sing! Well, all of jt was the gift of that lady over
there.” She points to a large photograph of her mother’s mother, the
late Veena Dhanammal, framed and hung on the wall behind the main
sofa in her living room.

Balasaraswati’s dance began, fittingly, as an offering to Sri Knshm'
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Bala was fascinated by Gowri Amma. Besides visiting with her as often
as possible, she would also try to imitate her dance movements. As she
recalls those days, she projects a sense of excitement.

“I used to dress up like Gowri Amma in a jenti or thuya sari, wear her
own jewellery and try to dance like her. There would be scolding in the
family and some raps on the kunckles too, but I couldn't be bothered
by them.” She explains that a jenti or thuya sari, popular among
dancers because it wasn't expensive, was usually white organdy
threaded with gold or silver.

Seeing little Bala’s efforts to imitate her abhinaya, Gowri Amma
suggested to Jayammal that Bala might be taught dancing. “Oh, no!”
was Jayammal’s reply. She was apprehensive about Dhanammal’s
response to this suggestion, and she wouldn’t undertake anything
without consulting her.

“One day she got up the courage to ask my grandmother.” Bala
continues. “Grandma, whose eyesight had weakened already, peered
into space just for a trice and said No. She didn't budge even when
Gowri Amma and Kandappa Pillai directly pressed the suggestion on
her. But then she asked my mother one day whether her daughter,
that’s me, was squint-eyed. My mother answered in the negative. Next
she asked if I had good, orderly rows of teeth. Yes, said my mother.
Next question: is she good looking? My mother said that I was not a
beauty but good looking all right. Finally she asked if I sang well. I
had to sing to prove it. The test was over. Grandma finally gave
permission for me to study dancing. Kandappa Pillai was then living
just next door and 1 started learning properly. I was about four then. I
guess my grandmother was afraid that if I studied dancing I might lose
my interest in music, but she didn’ have to worry.”

Not everything connected with dance that she saw in those childhood
days appealed to Bala. In fact there was one aspect that really
frightened her. This was the practice of some dancers who performed
with various kind of fruits and vegetables tied to their limbs and Yvith
knives in their hands. This must have been a contemporary gimmick.
“With these appurtenances, they would dance... d’you know what... yes
varnams in Ata tala, Viriboni in Bhairavi, in three tempos, no’lcss," ]
she recalls. “Another person would slice the vegetables with the knives while
the girl was dancing. Both frightful and frightening, but the thythm would be
impeccable.” Such experience notwithstanding, Bala loved dancing.

Jayammal arranged for Bala to study languages as well. She hired a
lady named Radhamma, a scholar who knew Bala Ramayanam by .hcart
and various other texts as well, to teach Tamil, Telugu and Sanskrit.
Fortyish and very kind, Radhamma who lived in the same house, was
an able tutor and Bala learnt Rangapati Ramapati Satakam, Telugu
padams and how to do abhinaya using only facial expressions, that is,

without using the hands. “
Her dance teacher was cast in a different mould. “Kandappan was a
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had said too, informs us that Ammanakshi had made it her abode “in
order to listen to music.” Asked to explain, she says: “Our mother
Ammanakshi is a native of Puttur, really. For the temple festival in
that town, musicians from Kanchipuram used to go. Enamoured of
their music, she accompanied them to Kanchipuram and told a boy
who was playing hereabouts that she was going to reside here and
arrangements should be made to offer her worship musically. That’s
why musicians get together every year to conduct a festival and give
performances here.” She adds that a small platform in front of the
temple is where the musicians are seated during the concerts. It is the
platform on which Bala must have made her dance debut.

Bala continues her recollection of the event. “When 1 was given an
award by the President of India in the nineteen fifties, someone asked
me what memory came to my mind. I told her that I remembered the
occasion of my debut, when I was given an award by the ‘President’ of
the music community.” Naina Pillai had given her a sruti box on that
occasion.

A recital that she gave in Madras soon afterwards was for all purpost
a second debut. It had been arranged by a great patron of music and
dance, Jalatarangam Ramaniah Chettiar, who had been responsible for
introducing many a promising musician to a discriminating audience in
Madras. According to T. Sankaran, he was a remarkable person who
had played an outstanding and generous role in fostering the fine arts.
For Bala’s recital, he had gathered together a glittering audience
consisting of musical stalwarts like Naina Pillai, violinist
Govindaswamy Pillai, Pakkiria Pillai, Marungapuri Gopalakrishna Iyer
and Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyengar. The performance was reportedly an
outstanding success and left the audience feeling that an extraordinary
dancer had arrived. .

These successful debuts notwithstanding, there was opposition to her
taking up a career in dancing. Many family members themselves
counselled Jayammal against the move, possibly fearing that dance had
a bleak future. “Isn’t music enough, do we really need dance?” they
asked.

But there was encouragement too. From Ariyakudi among others.
Many engagements came her way and Bala danced with fervour and
Wwithout stage fright. Yet she was still tender in age and not
infrequently she would fall asleep before a performance! Better,
though, than letting the audience fall asleep during a performance.
The dancing damsel gathered glowing tributes as the years rolled by-
The first half of the nineteen thirties saw her in her element-. She was
d_aqcing beautifully and the few who faulted her sounded like
sour-voiced soloists, for the rest had become part of the chorus that
sang her praise.

Among those who became her admirers was Uday Shankar, himself2
dancer who had received acclaim for his creative interpretation of the
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rhythm element is brought into abhinaya, and there is a tendency to
stress rhythm throughout any song. I don't like this. Rhythm is like a
delicate thread. It must be strong, but shouldn’t show obviously in the
fabric of dance. Tala must be in the footwork, bhava in the face. Well,
if someone doesn't have it this way, I can only say that it is
unfortunate.” '

Then, smiling a little puckishly, she says: “The only explanation for
the current practice of some performers who dance even to the
Navagriha kritis of Dikshitar must be that the planetary configuration
is not right. Perhaps they have been advised by astrologers to perform
them!” _

Viswa’s presence during one of our visits with Bala gives us the cue
to ask Bala about her several trips to America. It turns out that Bala’s
first visit in 1962, sponsored by the Asia Society in New York, had
been undertaken to serve an appointment as Artist-in-Residence at the
Wesleyan University in Middletown, Connecticut, where Viswa himself
secured a teaching appointment later. Viswa had been to America in
the late 1950’s on a Fulbright Scholarship and he had taken the
opportunity to introduce many Americans to the arts of India. As
Artist-in-Residence, performing as well as teaching, Bala was now to
pick up the thread. .

Bala’s classes at Wesleyan resulted first in an acquaintance and
subsequently in a deep and lasting friendship with a young lady of ‘
considerable charm and means, Luise Scripps. Mrs. Scripps had prior
training in ballet, and having heard of Balasaraswati’s great artistry,
she had come all the way from California to see her. Bala enrolled her
as a student to the latter’s surprise and delight. So taken in were Luise
and her husband with Bala’s dancing and personality that they
established an institution called the American Society for Easterp A‘ms
in California, just so Bala could teach in America and could be l_nyxlcd
again. Bala did teach there and the Society sponsored a return visit to
America during 1965-66, fitting in an European tour also en route.

While Luise travelled from the West Coast to the East to meet Bala,
another young lady, Caroline Kay, hitchhiked all the way frorp .New
York to California to study with Bala. Now in Madras on a visit,
Caroline tells us that Bala herself taught about ten students whxl?
Lakshmi took care of another fifty or so. Bala didnt spczjlk English
well, but she knew how to convey her instructions. Caroline remembers
with awe her altogether brief learning experience under Bala. She
subsequently became a dancing partner of Bhaskar (Roy Chowdhury),
a Madrasi who settled down in New York to pursue a dancing career.

Again, while Luise was a friend newly made, well-kpown m9dem
dancer Martha Graham was already a friend anc} admirer, l-aavmg
visited Madras earlier and seen Bala dance. Dunng that visit, a couple
of friends of Bala arranged a recital for the exclusive viewing benefit of
Miss Graham. But there were others who were not sure that
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