
Bala

'~ Imost everyone iseither
a grandchild of Veena
Dhanammal or a

cousin of the danseuse
Balasaraswati", wrote the
humorist Shankar in Shankar's
Weekly . Dhanammal was a

. musical colossus. a legend in her
lifetime. and her daughter's daughter
Bola. a world celebrity herself, was
proudest-ironically. in the light
of Shankar's comment-ofbeing
known as Dhanammal's
granddaughter. Shankar Pillai
was only making fun ofmusicians
and dancers cashing in on faked
kinship with either the grand
mother or the granddaughter.

I had the pleasure of meeting
Shankar Pillai at a dinner hosted
in his honour at Hyderabad some
twenty-jive years ago. On the
point of being introduced to
Shankar. I surprised him-and
my host as well-by saying: "Sir .
I plead guilty on both counts; I

. happen to be a grandson of
Dhanammal and a first cousin of
Bala. :

Shankar was a great admirer of
Bala-and only Bala-s-as a dancer
but he could never condone her
indifference to costume.
particularly the floppy pyjamas

which had never been laundered
or pressed with hot iron. He
therefore caricatured Bala as a

. short. fat dancer with Chinese
pigtail and loose pyjamas. Bala
treasured the caricature but never
bothered to change her 'style' or
rise against traditional untidiness.
She shared the joke with a
number of her fans . She had once
before been described as an
elephant (Bala had put on weight
then) to an enthusiastic visitor.
Beryl de Zoete, who had come a
long way to see her dance. Then
too Bola had reacted with her
wonted sense of humour: "Indeed
I am Yanaisaraswati'~yanai

being Tamil for elephant.

Bola could be as hilarious and
frolicsome as the puckish Krishna
she featured in mime. There was a
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BALA

difference of twenty years between then a sweet sixteen, raced up the
us but such disparity neve~ stage to receive her prize. But
mattered when brothers and there was no prize for her-the
cousins got together, pooling announcement had only been of

, family resources to play the fool. . . ,. her arrival at the venue. The
Narasimhulu, the vocalist who organisers were embarrassed and
lent lustre to Balas dance as her Bala had to beat a hasty retreat.
chorister, had to be cured of his, abashed and confused. ,
mannerisms when he was being
coached and rehearsed. He had An occasion I recall was the

, 'the ha~rr'brshutting his eyes tight '," meeting of Balaand the , /
.whili 'siriji;"gand mak ing a celebrated Kuchipudidancer
petil7i~r:su'Cking noise as though Vedantam Satyanarayana playing
h~\hbJ 'iii/tlit on hot chillies. The Satyabhama (Krishna's ,consort)

'· ' '''''Pm lleJiif'dperandi for reforming in Bhama Kalaparn at ,the.,
b I.,ct )W~ 'turnea-'oiJr in procticeto be Aimamcilai Hall in Madras ,in
w , ,' I\imrdJ()egrt'eJ ~orture. Every time 1976. During a pause in the per-

,1 1 ' \I\':'h~~$u~"l!iJ,l iBala would administer' formance, Satyana~ayanaentered
d'hilfd 816ft, 'ohhis thigh and , the crowded auditorium to greet

\ )\' " \)"CtJ1iC}~de :th"e '~ture' by pinching ' Bala and she. took the . .
. " ;ihe'J1~s1i:r;n'He tilmost bled. < opportunity torequest .him to
;; \ ,,' ,,,,.

i1 Visw!i 'ineanwhile would place ' peiform Manduka Sabdam.
,' (} lWtlltt 1Uitc/d'll1" der Narasimhulu's though both were well aware thaI

r, '\ !':: \e'y~1liis 'tfr ke'ep 'the "umbrella , ,the dance piece was out of
:I"~ i :;;\i!IA, " ",1 ,,~, . - h

" ,OJlen . . " . ~ ., ', . , " context. He was to 'meet er
, ... ..\ ', ~'. ..;\\\.,; \.,.w;~'n 't - ,requesi,-and gladly-s-at-the
t., <" I,:,:As<''i~f'erae'st cousin and a conclusion:of the dance-drama.

If'Hijiiib fe'inietp'i'eier'(in English) it but the,curtains had already been
w(W-mY,j;rivI1ege to'escort Bala to drawn! The two celebrities then
the All-Bengal Music Conference " forced the curtains apart, much to
in 'Calcutta where Uday Shankars ' theamus~ment,of the gathering,
appreciation paved the way for" , and certainly their own. An
her worldwide fame. ' exquisiteperformancejollowed.
Rabindranath Tagore was a dis- " , " "
tinguished guest and the first-ever ' & Ia,treasured among her :
performance of Bharatanatyam in·, 'troPhi'es ' the occasion' when her
Calcutta drew a full house. In the .grandmother Dhanammal, in the
confusion'customary of large '. ~ ' a~i!ie,ic~i at Bala'sperformoncs at
gatheringsr.Bala and her , Soundarya 'Mahal in the George
interpreter-were borne apart, ~';d Town 'areaof Madias~}e;ll a
while trophieswere being helping hand as chorister. Bala
distributed by Tagore towinners . . was miming 10 her own rendition
in the music competitions, sa«. , ' 'of ,~ hy'/,in by the 'T~mil saint
heard her name being called. Th~" " .Tayumanavk' "but, half-way ..
announcements in Bengali we~e ' . th;oughihesdlig, her memor)' let
unintelligible anJyoung Bala, ' ,-: ,hl!r down. !fevero~e til let her
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granddaughter do wn, grann y
Dhanammal quickly stepped into
the breach and picked up the
song where Bala had left it.: .

BALA

trophies a letter from Bala with
the admonitioni "Hands off. You

....know nothing oj Bharatanatyam
and youadmit it yourself. How
dare you meet the editor of Sruti

There appeared several guardian and brief him about me and my
angels when Bala was swimming dance?" The letter tied my hands.
against the current ofsocial but the editor of Srui f ound a
prudery, the crusade against the . way to 'persuade ' Bala to

-tur: ! I ; ! ,:~f',~garity ' ofBharatana,tyam; She cooperate. Sruti staffers started
i ii! ~i!lI'ftf~ f{'J,.~ire need~fsuPP?"t-:" , interviewing Bala's guru's son

'1.. ii; Ji1Bll')p~,!~.~nf!Jinanclal. [K. . ,;:; . , Ganesan, her accompanists and
. •:Ji ..uun £~t~~~J;i9fJ'!~fth~ Mudaliar, the others who. had worked w ith her

, . . gr.eat Ta,,,,fsavant. and Kalk i ,, ; or knownher. itocollect meterial
.:Jb s b K);/lin~W,liHt UtireY, ;/dit'or d/ihe' '. ' for afeature the magazine, wanted
" r . week lv Ananda 'Vi'k\itan. 'were' . to prepare.' Ba/a sent word to al/

, ; . ~ r ; ·\!iJ f'.JclJ.,}JHg.}'j/~~~!l~h~ istbbd byher . ' . of them' to -stop -talking but then
</ .),; <) 1. ~,nt1ir r'oHuLg" Jj'; it>,i),lc"i~ 2nHa" )i i \,t;, . l ......~;;y w'ere

• TJ 'l- U Ill ". HIe: " agreed totalkto ·Srut i staff

:JJ J <W/j..J~~l~l ~?X:~ff~Y.. , ~:B.~,~f'!!iW<., :herself..Several session~ led to the
1 I1e1 f>;~q~tl['& ~ert.tJ!!!e: orLh~'ii;~10n...~'L ;, ' ~ost lImeIYp'rofi~e which .

' ~ \ ~" ' i \01 1?P.}p.~kk~~ ..'J{ilfji.M!ii~l?lf{es ~e':.. r' ~t~ £_;a.P?eared in 'two Issues of Srut i
') '·' r~ " " r~ifsW'iJ~?~o!1h~ ;BlfJ'rlk arz'dtjF;iiili .Ol bat Du,!d the time she passed away,

'i'~ ~, '; L;fef.~r.iolr~.JNJiiJi~r '8dla?;N/l '/re¥;() !J; fJf'rim~glird 10 offer this'profile to
~I , _ . ,J,e I, wfuolfi¥~~;~~~f{btlJ~14aW~ii'!ir',i'\\O\~ j9h~!eli(Jerslof th is joamal, along .

:'O)dl JHeR9~,!.J!:qfii.'it a}JiFMii 'HJli i:a('iiifi tl..n''-'f,,-ith rother"fte~.pt!rtal1tlng to
- ffI c., ... d .·.. "' h··. . _' J ,,~ : n?:.H1oJ p j '," " ,1'£'.1'" " 'rrn::' l~ " Jl ,i-JfJJ!.W'j, ;'·re ,,,. n " t,varnam sort, . '. o j "' '', U - LXI a s tje-anaca ~,.' '', .
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