

















APPRECIATIONS

n 1961 1 was in Japan for the
I first (and only) time in my life
for what promised to be an
exciting Festival, an East-West
encounter organised by one of the
few post-war impresarios who
could have moved into the
Diaghilev sphere had he set his
mind to it —Nicholas Nabokov,
who actually composed a ballet
for Diaghilev and later inspired
festivals and artistic
manifestations all over the world.
The first of these East-

West encounters involved a large
number of people travelling
immense distances to Tokyo to
read and listen to papers, discuss
possibilities for co-operation, and
above all to hear and see
performances.

By light years the most
interesting and enthralling I saw
was a dance recital, an evening
of which the first half was
provided by a group of dancers
from Thailand (who were still
shaky from their flight and
constantly and disconcertingly fell
to floor from their carefully -
prepared positions, which did
nothing for either verisimilitude
or the delight of the audience),
and the second half came from
Balasaraswati.

This was nothing short of
revelation. I knew no more about
her than that she was a leading
Bharatanatyam dancer, the finest
of her generation and now per-
forming outside India for the first
time in her life. | had never seen
Bharatanatyam and had no more
than a general idea of what to
expect, but even if I had, it would
not have prepared me for what
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I saw.

In the West we have gradually
learnt not to expect constant and
total illusion from the stage but
rather to accept that stylisation is
necessarily a major part of stage
projection and performance, but
nothing Brecht or anyone else
had engineered for the stage
could have prepared one for the
casualness, almost effrontery of
Bala’s performance. She walked
on as if she were coming into a
room, made herself comfortable
and, until she was performing,
did not behave as if she were
visible at all. In effect, she wasn't.
But once she started, audience
submission was complete. There
was the arrogance of the great
performer and the humility of the
great artist; the brilliance of a
virtuoso and the lyricism of a
poet; the beauty of a young girl

“in love shown through the

experience of a mature woman at
the height of her performing
powers. 1 was totally captivated
and for days after could think of
nothing but the exhilaration
which the performance had
engendered.

On my way back from Tokyo
to Europe, I was already planning
to pass through Delhi as my
ambition was to have in 1963 at
the Edinburgh Festival (of which
I was then Director) an Indian
Festival-within-a-Festival and I
had arranged for detailed
discussions with the Ministry of
Culture. Bala had now become 2
central part of those plans and in
Delhi there was no opposition at
all, provided Bala would agree to
come — it would be only her
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together with a thrilling
exhibition of Music and Dance in
Indian art, in Edinburgh, turns
out to be one of the halcyon
inspirations of this festival.

‘Krishna, come, come soon,
come soon and show me your
face!” The same happy despair
assailed me at the thought of
Balasarasvati’s limitless lore and
repertoire as at the realization
that I could not possibly follow
the rhythms and counter-rhythms
of the drummer Palghat Raghu in
the introductory demonstration
on Tuesday. For Balasarasvati,
on whose family tree I can count
twenty-two musicians or dancers
deriving from an eighteenth-
century ancestor at the court of
Tanjore, has ninety-seven padams
in her repertoire. The Padam is a
lyrical number in three parts
which forms the fifth item of the
necessary six or possible eight in
a Bharatanatyam recital. Of
Padams the dancer performs six
in Edinburgh, announcing her
nightly choice before the show.
The story of Krishna and his
mother quoted above forms part
of one of them.

I had long known the fame of
Balasarasvati (born 1918) and
read about her in ‘The Other
Mind’, the late Beryl de Zoete’s
record of her inspired wanderings.
And suddenly here the legendary
dancer was; the living
embodiment of countless
centuries of sculpture, painting,
music, dance and song: for in
India all these are part of one art
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designed by Shiva to lead us to a
comprehension of the two
infinities — inwards, inside us,
and outwards, beyond the stars.

Above medium height, plump,
attractive, in green and yellow,
with bells on her ankles, flowers
in her hair and a diamond in her
nose, she stands looking pre-
occupied and rather cross, waiting
for her music cue.(When not dancing
she thinks she is invisible). She
renders the invocation and the
early formal passages of the
recital. We admire her strength,
control and flexibility, but are not
carried away.

In between dances she twitches
her sari and looks anxiously at
the dance master. Then comes the
varnam (part four), a big scene in
which a love-lorn lady’s
confidante appeals to her
mistress’s absent lord. Now we
see the encyclopaedic richness of
the gesture language. The first of
three Padams is on a similar
subject; in the second, a jealous
wife is bitchy about her rival, and
Balasarasvati might be Millamant
or Celimene — ‘Gone are the
days when she came by to borrow
jewels and saris’. This is comedy
almost as we understand it, wit_h
gestures replacing words. Last 1s
the episode of Krishna eating
mud, and I see Balasarasvati
shining with awe, and I too am
filled with awe and become
Balasarasvati, and we are both
Krishna’s mother.

Richard Buckle
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