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(dating back to (late 18th century), popularly known as the Guduru Ins-
cription of Warangal District, mentions the names of Sutradhari “Kom-
mojanaha, Baraha”, indicating that the inscription was ordered to be
written by Sutradhari (Puppeteer) Kommoji. Similarly a Panagallu inscrip-
tion contains references to one “Sutradhari” Brahmoji.

These references in late 18th century and carly 19th century inscrip-
tions bear testimony to a divided tradition in Andhra Shadow theatre
art. The earlier puppeteers are of native origin and had established them-
selves as traditional puppeteers, hereditarily devoted to perfoming these
shows. The references to Kommoji and Brahmoji, which are not native
Telugu names suggest that the second tradition had started with the pup-
peteers of Maharashtrian origin. These Western performers might have
migrated with the Maharashtrian kings of the Nayaka dynasty (18th
century) through the Telangana region and must have settled down
on the borders of Maharashtra and the Andhra areas—to be more
exact, the South Indian territory around Hindupur and Bellary under
the Nayaka rulers. This also substantiates the cvidence available now
that both a large number of Andhra puppeteers and a considerable
number of Karnataka puppeteers come from Maratha origin and
speak, though mutually unintelligible to the groups, a dialect of
Marathi called aare (arr?). This point can further be testified from the
fact that there are families of similar family name in both the regions.
While the Telugu gares comprise of four differnt families, the Karnataka
aares have thirteen families (which includes the Andhra four). This goes
to prove that the gare community puppeteers, either in Karnataka or
Andhra Pradesh migrated from Maharashtra either during the time of the
Nayaka regimec or during other conquests. The fact, however, remains,
that a majority of them chose to learn Telugu or Kannada texts for their
performances, but basically retained their native dialect for a more homely
environment.

However, not all puppeteers now active in South India are aare people.
The Jangams in Mysore, the Kuthubus in Bombay-Mysore bordef,
the Kuttadis in Madhura-Tanjore area, the Balijas in Bellary, the Ete Bondi-
lis in Vizag, and the stray golla families in Godavari delta area and Siva
Jangaalu in Telangana—have all followed the puppet theatre tradition,
though these families have almost ceased to perform now.

The aares themselves prefer to be called dalijas or balija kshatriyas as
they are called in Maharashtra. They are mostly wandering troupes, wand¢r-
ing nine months a year from village to village, resting at each place for two
or three days. In recent years, however, they have settled down at different
places doing odd jobs. Many of them found that they cannot earn enough
through bommalata to sustain them and their family and so took to other
jobs. The main villages where these puppéteers have chosen to have their
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The troupe itself consists roughly of eight people. Two male and two
female members are the manipulator-singers. There will be three instrumen-
talists who follow the singing on harmonium, mridangam and talam. In
the Southern parts, mukhaveena is also used. There is need for one or two
people to do odd things—like keeping the puppets in order, handing over
the figures to the performers, to participate in the chorus etc. Their main
jobis keeping the ta/a (rhythm) of the song, and following, in a high-pitched
chorus, a charanam sung by a manipulator. Harmonium is used mainly as
sruti and it is not played. And so most of the times harmonium-tuning is
done by whoever is free. In each troupe most of the male members are taught
to play on the mridangam and so two or three people share the work,

The Text

The text the puppeteers use for their perfromances is not a written docu-
ment. It is collected from different sources at different times in the develop-
ment of the tradition. For example, the text of a Ramayana story is drawn
from different written and oral texts. The main-story—the narrative part—
istaken from a diwipada kavyam called Ranganatha Ramayanam, said to
have been written by a king, Buddha Raddi. This text is chosen partly
because of its conversational idiom necessary for a theatre performance and
partly tecause of its musicality. The pocms are taken from Molla Rama-
yanam and the daruvus are taken from Kuchikorda Ramayanam. The dif-
ferent items are brought together appropriately and are included in the
performance. At what time of the development of the art these different ele-
ments have found place in a performance is not known even to the oldest
and the most knowledgeable of these puppeteers. All these go into the oral
tradition and they learn the entire text by heart.

Such changes are not unpredictable in folk tradition. Change is the survi-
ving principle in all folk forms. As they cater to the enterta}mmer%t needs
of the common folk, the artists will have to supply such mg're‘dlents as
the people like, though, strictly within the framework of the tradltlor}. Thus
we find that the slow rendering of a song is replaced by a faster rcndmg,-the
deep colours of the old puppets being replaced by light colc?urs of multlp!e
shades. Similarly, there are changes that can be found even in t}{e text. This
s more prevalent when the puppeteers take their shows to the villages. The

,thange is in including popular film songs or at least new songs based on
Popular tunes written by a local hack-writer.

The main aspect of improvisation concerns t.he humourous int.crludes
which do not depend upon any text and are often impromptu renderings. In
fact audiences await the arrival of the comic characters of Bangarakl'(a and
Kf=thigadu. Through these characters and through the common gossip 'and
revelry they indulge in, the puppeteers bring a native element to the tradition.
In course of time, there are duets specially written for these two characters
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and these characters have become synonymous with folk humour. The fami-
lial mirth attached to the relationship between a young man and his maternal
aunt has been exploited completely by these two characters.

Though these humourous characters and their escapades occupy a rela-
tively minor role in the whole gamut of a puppet performance, they have
remained the delightful memories of spectators, generation after generation,
and, in the days when the puppet perforimances were very popular, the rela-
tive merits of the puppet theatre groups were decided on their improvisa-
tions of these humourous characters.

Characteristics of a Performance

The Andhra puppets, because of their multi-coloured nature and human-
like height, are fascinatingly articulate. The dramatic contrast of the charac-
ters is achieved, first of all, visually. For example, the differences in the
figures of Ravana and Rama or Ravana and Anjaneya are brought into focus
through the contrasts in colour. While the Anjaneya figure is coloured in
green, Rama’s blue and Ravana’s red—the contrast when presented on the
white screen against the background of white light falling on them is obvious
and unique.

Another characteristic feature of the figures is their relative variations
in height. Dramatic propriety is achieved by making certaiu figures look more
prominent than the others by their sheer height and width. Thus, the figures
of Ravana, Keechaka, Bheema, Anjaneya and Rama are larger than the other
figures. This visual establishment of the relative supremacy of the figures is
achieved as soon as they are mounted on the screen.

The dramatic nature of the characters is intensified in the entrances and
the accompanying “entrance songs”. For example the character of Anjaneya
always enters the screen with a few acrobatic feats. Similarly the figure of
Jattivadu (a boxing champion) in Keechaka Vadh enters with great pomp
and noise.

The battle scenes in the Andhra Puppet show are the most dramatic ones.
The important episodes that these shows present centre rourd such fights
so that they will attract the attention of the audience. The wordy duel, follow-
ed by a few exchanges of blows with hands, then bows and arrows—followed
by a duei—this is the usual order of the fights. During the fights, the entire
manipulation style changes. At the height of the fight, usuaily a duel reserabl-
ing boxing, the puppet figures are not manipulated any more by sticks. They
are not even manipulated by two different men as they usually do. Both of
them are takep by one manipulator and by thrusting one on the other, by
striking one figure against the other, the simulation of a fight is achieved.
This is further accentuated by the background noise and the beating
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of the mridangam at its highest. There are {wo other instruments that
are used by the puppeteers only when a fight is shown. Oneis called pavada,
ahollow bone of a goat, dried and cleaned, which is blown during the fights.
The blowing sound resembies that of a bugle or a sankham which is an indi-
ation of war. The second one is by making rhythmic sounds by thumping
two long pieces of wood, placed one on the other. The wooden picces will
be 1”* thick, about 6 to 8”” wide and 2 feet long. By thumping one’s foot on the
two wooden bars a noise similar to that of exchanging blows emanates and
that adds to the furore and noisy chaos that is expected of a bitter fight.
All the other men and women send cries of abba - amma - chavu - chachanu -
which rend the sky. The entire fighting scene thus gives a heightened sense
of dramatic activity.

The Repertoire

Almost all the puppet teams have a fairly large number of plays in their .
repertoire. These plays are based on either the Ramayana or the Mahabha-
rata. Two or three stories from each of these epics are more popular than the
others, firstly because of the ‘dramatic’ element in them, and secondly
because they are better rehearsed in the sense that they are performed more
often than the other plays. Both “Sundara Kanda” and “Yuddha Kanda”
from Ramayana are the inevitable choice of the audience. In “Yuddha
Kanda” alone there are 4 major stories and each one would form the theme
for a full-length puppet show. They azg : “The Death of Indrajit,” (Indrajit
Vadha), Laxmana’s fainting (Laxmana Murcha), “Myravana” (Mahiravana)
and the final battle between Rama and Ravana (““‘Rama-Ravana Yuddham®).
In addition to these, the repertoire also consists of “Lava-Kusa” from the

Ramayana.-

In the Mahabharata, the four stories that are popular are : “Keechaka
Vadha », “Virata Parvam”, which is an extension of the first story, “Sasi-
ttkha Parinayam” and ‘“Padmavyuham”. ‘“‘Padmavyuham” is the most
intricate of all the plays the puppeteers perform. In order to show the differ-
et battles fought the performers prepare not one screen, but two, one on
the other. Thus it requires two shows to be shown simultaneously on the
o screens, with two sets of accompanying instruments, two sets of pup-

Pteers and two sets of puppets.

“Padmavyuham” will be performed for three nights. The battle scenes
livided into two—those that are fought inside the Padmavyuham and those
that are fought outside. Abhimanyu from among the Pandavas‘is the only
one that has an entry into the Padmavyuham (an army desi gpcd in .the fo‘rm
fa Lotus Flower), with all the leading Kaurava kings fightingagainst him.
On the other screen is shown the battle between the Pandava leaders excgpt
Arjuna and Krishna fighting with less importnat Kaurava leaders, outside

the Padmavyuham.











