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the sanctity attached to her profession of dance. The other point of interest
is that they must dance as prescribed by Bharata, emphasizing the
importance of Bharata’s dicta. Though desi dances were also performed
and mentioned, Bharata’s dance form was essential in all the daily rites and
festivals, popularizing the term Bharata Natya. These mannuals on temple
rituals also state the purpose for which the dance is performed in the
temples. They are performed for victory in all endeavours and to ward off.
suffering:

a. Y& TACREAG Ty S Rauravagama 1, p. 90

The Suprabhediagama explicitly states that dance is intended for prosperity
and world peace:
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Most of the texts refer to the dancing girls as ganikas in general. In one
instance, they are called devaganikas. The terms dasi or devadast are also
employed. Instances are also not wanting where the terms dasi and ganika
are synonymous. However, we do find some texts making a distinction
between them. For example, the Maricisamhita mentions devaganikas and
devadasis as two distinct groups. The ganikas, according to the text, were
co_nsidered superior to the dasis. They were expected to be pure (santa) and
without greed. Dance in the temple was “an offering for the prosperity of
the world”. It must be made abundantly clear that none of the texts even
remotely associate prostitution with temple dance. The institution of temple
dance has nothing to do with prostitution and as such to call the ganikas
temple prostitutes is wrong. They held an honoured place in the temples
anfi.were even worshipped before performing dance. This was a process of
deification to enable them to offer dance to God. '

_ Early history: Dancing girls used to claim descent from divine dancers
like Rambha, Urvasi and others. Madhavi in Silappadhikaram is said to be
born in the line of Urvasi and is called vanavamakal—divine woman. The
early commentators identify them with taliyilar (associated with divine
abodes or temples.) They started learning dance and music from the age of
five, and practised and learnt rigourously twice a day for seven years. At the
age of 12 the dancing girl, if she had learnt the basic forms, gave a maiden
perform'fmce before the king, who conferred honours on her for her
accomphsﬁment. The highly sophisticated nature of the art and the rigours
of the training suggest that it was a codified system of education. Terms like
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natya, ranga, pindi, viram, karanam, mandala, etc. of Sanskrit origin and
several technical terms in Tamil indicate that at the time of the
Silappadhikaram dance in Tamil Nadu was an integration of Bharata’s dicta
and regional practice. This evolution was a product of several centuries.

The same work also refers to other classes of dancing women: kaval
ganikais, adal kittis and puvilaimadantai. The term kaval ganika means
women guards, but the early commentators called her “vesyas of the
nights”. The later commentators called her a dancer in the armed
camp—Kkalattilidum katti. Adal kattis were dancers who performed
ahakkattu or $rngara dances (like the padam). The later commehtators
called her patiyilar puvilaimadantaiyar, those who sold their bodies. It
appears that by the time of the Silappadhikaram the three-fold classification
of dancing girls as ganikas, kattis and adal siladi—corresponding to the
later classification taliyilar, patiyilar and devaradiyal—had come into
vogue. Though the arangetram of Madhavi took place in the presence of the
king in a ranga, that she performed in the Indra festival later shows that her
dance was connected with temple worship. It also indicates the link between
court dance and temple dance. The Silappadhikaram is dated around
2nd-3rd century AD. '

Devotional hymns: The profuse reference to dancing girls in temples
mentioned by Saiva Nayanmars and Vaisnavite Alvars show that the
institution reached wide popularity before the 7th century ap. The
Tevaram hymns of Sambandar and Appar refer to the dancing girls as
kanyé;, ganikas, tondar and adiyars. The description of these girls given by
the saints conforms in all respect to the Agamic writings. During the daily -
festivals (nityapiijas) the Brahmins used to recite Vedas and the girls
danced. A considerable number of the Tevaram hymns couched in the
ahz?m tradition (srngara tradition) were obviously influenced by the dance
which Narada would call nitya kanta bhajanatmaka prema. Thus already by
?he time of the early saints of the bhakti movement the role of dancing girls
in the temple had been firmly established.

A remarkable event deserves notice at this stage. The Saivite saint
Sundara.murti, the youngest of the Tevaram trio assigned to the 8th century
AD, fell in love with a dancing girl, Paravai, at Thiruvarur and married her.
Seykilér', the composer of the great poem Periyapuranam on the lives of
Saiva saints, mentions Paravai, the dancing girl, as born of a radraganika

also known as patiyilar. It is thus obvious that rudraganikas and patiyilirs
are identical. '

Historical Records: In Pallava times besides the Tevaram and Prabandham
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hymns epigraphs and sculptures throw valuable light on the subject. Men
and women dancing together are depicted in a series of early Pallava panels
in a Kanchi temple. Assignable to the 5th century Ap., they show the late
Nagarjunakonda tradition. Some sculptured panels in the Vaikuntaperumal
temple (8th century) also show men and women dancing in a royal court
attesting to the prevalance of court dance. The Muktesvara temple in
Kanchi, an 8th century Pallava temple, carries an inscription giving over 30
names of dancing girls attached to the temple. Incidentally, all of them are
seen suffixing manikkam after their names. The temples in the Pandya
country also depict dancing girls. A 9th century record from Pallimadam
mentions the names of a number of devaradiyal of Sundarapandya Isvaram
(no. 83, South Indian Inscriptions XIV). An 11th century record, also from
the Pandya region—Mannarkoil—mentions devaradiyal women making
flower garlands and holding lamps (vilakku pidikkum, thirupallittamam
todukkum devaradiyal pendukal:no. 132, South Indian Inscriptions XIV).
Devaradiyal were also employed to perform other temple services besides
dancing. A devaradiyal of Thirunelveli, Sattan Ammai, endowed a
perpetual lamp in memory of her sister Sattan Deyam in the 8th century Ap.
(no. 48 of S.I.I. XIV). The position of the devaradiyal in the Pandya
country, in the south, remained more or less identical to the condition that
prevailed in northern Tamil Nadu.

Under the Cholas: The establishment of the Chola empire in the middle of
the 9th century Ap may be termed the golden age of Bharata natya as it was
in other fields. The epigraphical records throw a flood of light on the
devadasis and their rights and previleges. In hundreds of records they are
seen either building temples, gifting lands or endowing money for services
in the temples. Obviously they were economically well off and praticipated
In the functions of the society. They were called devaradiyals, talicceripen-
dyga] of santikkittigal. Some of them recieved the title Talaikkoli from the
kll{g. A dancing girl with the title Talaikkoli built a Vishnu temple at
Thiruvidaimarudur and named it Talaikkoli Vinnagar in the reign of
Parantaka Chola in 10th century (no. 181, S.I.I. XIX). The king witnessed
'_the arangetram and conferred the title Talaikkoli. This custom, first noticed
in the 3rd century Ap, as mentioned in $ilappadhikaram, continued even in
Chola times in the 12th-13th centuries AD.

U"d?’ Rajaraja in Tanjore: The most important record (no. 66, S.I.1. IT) of
dancing girls of the Chola age is that of Rajaraja Chola I (985-1014 AD) who
transferred over 400 dancing girls to the great temple of Tanjore built by
him from other temples of the Chola mandalam. The record is remarkable

















