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ABSTRACT
HARI KRISHNAN

CELLULOID CLASSICISM: EARLY TAMIL CINEMA AND THE MAKING OF
MODERN BHARATANATYAM

DECEMBER 2017

This dissertation investigates how two of the most prominent cultural forms of
modern South India—Tamil cinema and Bharatanatyam dance—share complex and
deeply intertwined histories. It addresses the entangled emergence of these two modern
art forms from the 1930s to the 1950s, which were decades marked by distinctly new
intermedial modes of cultural production in cosmopolitan Madras. This project unsettles
received histories of modern Bharatanatyam by arguing that cinema—in all its
technological, moral, and visual complexities—bears heavily and irrevocably upon
iterations of this “classical” dance. By bringing archival research into conversation with
choreographic analysis and ethnography with film performers and Bharatanatyam
dancers, this work addresses key questions around the fluid and reciprocal exchange of
knowledge between film, dance, and stage versions of Bharatanatyam during the early
decades of the twentieth century. The dissertation includes deliberations on subjects such
as the participation of women from the devaddsi (courtesan) community in the cinema,
the period of the urban “reinvention” of dance from the standpoint of cinematic history,
the impact of the forces of cultural nationalism and regionalism, and the making of new

aesthetic vocabularies and techniques for Bharatanatyam in the cinema. The work
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concludes with notes on the persistence of cinema and Bharatanatyam as ever-entangled
vernacular idioms in the global age of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.
Taken together, the materials presented in this dissertation provide a detailed cultural
history that draws lateral paravisual linkages between the production and circulation of

Tamil cinema and Bharatanatyam dance.
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION AND SPELLING

In this dissertation, I have used standard Tamil transliteration (following the
University of Madras’ Tamil Lexicon) for all words and text that appear in Tamil sources.
Words that appear from Telugu sources or that are of Sanskrit origin also appear in
standard transliteration, with € and o representing short vowels in Telugu.

The names of films are usually spelled as they appear in English-language
sources, which are usually advertisements or film credits (e.g., Thyagabhoomi rather than
Tiyakapumi; Utthama Puthiran rather than Uttama Puttiran). When I was not able to find
English representations of these words, I have transliterated them as per the Tamil
Lexicon. When English equivalents or translations for the film names are provided in the
credits of the film or film advertisements (e.g., the 1948 film Vedhala Ulagam was
marketed in English as Demon World), I have used those translations. For others, I have
translated the titles myself. Place names, regardless of their appearance, are spelled using
their contemporary “official” spellings (e.g., Thanjavur rather than Tasnicavir or
Tanijavir,; Vazhuvoor rather than Valuviir).

The names of twentieth-century persons for the most part follow the standard
practice of phonetic spelling adopted in the modern Tamil context (e.g., Sundaram rather
than Cuntaram; Muthuswamy rather than Muttucami or Muttucuvami). The names of

some early twentieth-century and a// nineteenth-century persons are usually spelled using
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standard Tamil transliteration, since most of these are being imported from Tamil-

language sources (e.g., Kurucamitas rather than Gurusamidas).
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION: ON CONVERGENT HISTORIES
This dissertation investigates how two of the most prominent cultural forms of
modern South India—Tamil cinema and Bharatanatyam dance—share complex and
deeply intertwined histories.' It addresses the entangled emergence of these two modern
art forms from the 1930s to the 1950s, which were decades that were marked by
distinctly new intermedial modes of cultural production in cosmopolitan Madras. This
project unsettles received histories of modern Bharatanatyam (already explored
extensively by scholars such as Avanti Meduri and Janet O’Shea) by arguing that
cinema—in all its technological, moral, and visual complexities—bears heavily and
irrevocably upon iterations of this “classical” dance. By bringing archival research into
conversation with choreographic analysis and ethnography with film performers and
Bharatanatyam dancers, this work addresses key questions around the fluid and reciprocal
exchange of knowledge between the cinematic and stage versions of Bharatanatyam
during the early decades of the twentieth century. It includes deliberations on subjects
such as the participation of women from the devaddsi (courtesan) community in the
cinema, the period of the urban “reinvention” of dance from the standpoint of cinematic
history, the impact of the forces of cultural nationalism and regionalism, and the making
of new aesthetic vocabularies and techniques for Bharatanatyam in the cinema. The work
concludes with notes on the persistence of cinema and Bharatanatyam as ever-entangled
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vernacular idioms in the global age of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.
Taken together, the materials presented in this dissertation provide a detailed cultural
history that draws lateral paravisual linkages between the production and circulation of
Tamil cinema and Bharatanatyam dance.

INTERMEDIAL AND INTEROCULAR CULTURES IN EARLY TWENTIETH
CENTURY SOUTH INDIA

Much of this dissertation is concerned with intersections—historical, aesthetic,
political, and social—between new cultural forms as they circulated in early to mid
twentieth century South India. I argue that these intersections rest upon new ways of
seeing and reading that cannot be understood without reference to new visual
technologies in colonial South Asia. Photography and, later, the cinema were the
harbingers of this new visual world. However, at heart of this dissertation is also an
historical inquiry into the social history of individuals and collectivities relevant to the
creation of both Bharatanatyam and the early Tamil cinema. Indeed, as visual
anthropologist Christopher Pinney has recently argued, “[Social] History is intimately
related to the visual and the performative” (“The Look of History”” 115). The kind of
social history I seek to map in this work can only emerge from the “rhizomatic” and
lateral linkages that I draw among printed texts and images, live performances, and
cinematic representations. I take my cue from the work of Kajri Jain, visual
anthropologist of South Asia, who invokes Deleuze and Guattari in thinking about the

rhizomatic nature of popular cinema in South Asia:



I approach the commercial cinema as a node in what Gilles Deleuze and Felix
Guattari (1977, 1987) call a rhizomatic network, whose ceaseless proliferations
make various kinds of lateral linkages across heterogeneous categories. The
strength of a rhizomatic approach is that it allows us to simultaneously hold in
view different registers of efficacy.... Most analyses of visual culture emphasize
the effects and affects that flow from the meanings of objects or from their work
of representation...however, I want to foreground those that flow from their
production and circulation, from the networks they inscribe (local, national, and
transnational), and the forms of sociality and mobilty they enable. (“Figures of
Locality and Tradition” 72-73)

Closely linked to Jain’s concept of the rhizomatic and lateral linkages across
visual registers in modern South Asia is the idea of “interocularity” or the “interocular
field” as a key signpost of public culture. These terms were first deployed by cultural
anthropologists Arjun Appadurai and Carol Breckenridge, who conceded that “the
socializing and regulating of the public gaze is to some degree affected by the
experiences of the other sites. The interweaving of ocular experiences, which also
subsumes the substantive transfer of meanings, scripts, and symbols from one site to
another (in surprising ways), is a critical feature of public culture in contemporary India”
(12).

In his discussion of the emergence of mass produced printed images
(chromolithographs) in South Asia, Christopher Pinney brings Appadurai and
Breckenridge’s notion of interocularity to bear on the modern arts in South Asia, arguing
that it is intermedial “conversations” across both visual and performative genres that
produced cultures of viewing and consumption in modern South Asia:

Chromolithography was created and consumed within a wider visual culture in

which there was a continual slippage between genres. The conversation between

the idioms of chromolithography, theatre and photography in late nineteenth- and
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early twentieth-centruy India created mutually reinforcing expectations. These

different visual fields crossed each other through processes of “inter-ocularity”—

a visual inter-referencing and citation that mirrors the more familiar process of

“inter-textuality.” (Photos of the Gods 34-35)

In this dissertation, I demonstrate how the emergence of Bharatanatyam as a
modern cultural artifact cannot be disassociated from a wider interocular and intermedial
field that fuels the consumption practices and aesthetic taste habits of the Indian middle-
class in the twentieth cenutry. The wider interocular field in which Bharatanatyam is
couched includes the printed book and print culture more generally, the modern Tamil
theater (later known as icai natakam, which has its origins in the hybrid theater-form
often described the “Parsi theater”), and the early Tamil cinema. Fig. 1-1 illustrates how
visual and performative themes circulated through the intermedial conversations
discovered in my own data.” On the left is a famous painting by the artist Raja Ravi
Varma (1848-1906) entitled “Vishwamitra and Menaka” (1890). Ravi Varma, who was a
self-taught artist from Kerala, has been described as embodying the “paradoxical
ideology of the Indian renaissance, at once traditionalist and modern” (Kapur 145).
Varma’s work was among the most widely circulated art in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries in India. His hybrid realist aesthetic was redistributed into a range of
cultural forms and practices, including the printed chromolithograph, the book, and
performance.’ The image “Vishwamitra and Menaka” depicts a mythic narrative in which
the sage Visvamitra rejects the daughter, Sakuntala, who was born from his union with
the celestial courtesan Menaka. The story of Sakuntala was extremely popular in both

Indian and European Orientalist representations of literature and drama for centuries. At

4



the center of fig. 1-1, this image is reproduced on the frontispiece of the script for a play
entitled Parsi Cakuntalda Carittiram Tirama (“The Life of Sakuntala, in the Parsi Drama
Style”), which was published in 1927. Then, just under a decade later, the same image is
reproduced by the bodies of the actors M.K. Gopala Ayyangar and Rajasundari Bai in

one of the earliest Tamil sound films, Viswamitra (1936), as shown in the third panel of

fig. 1-1.

Fig. 1-1. The famous painting “Vishwamitra and Menaka” by Raja Ravi Varma (eft)
inspired the frontispiece from the Tamil Parsi-theater play, Parsi Cakuntala (center;
1927, © British Library Board [pTam.D.2657]) as well as an advertisement for the Tamil

film Viswamitra (right; 1936, Private Collection of S.V. Jayababu).

On the one hand, these three images clearly posit cinema as a site of culmination
and of cultural bricolage in which accretions consisting of the influence of text and print
culture and the new theater can clearly be seen. On the other hand, these images also

speak to the fact that popular culture in early twentieth-century South India was
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fundamentally intermedial: it was in fact constituted by a flow of cultural knowledge
between medial forms. The most concrete illustration of this intermedial cultural flow
comes from the fact that, in the cinema houses of Madras in the 1930s and 1940s, cinema
screenings were themselves supplemented by live performance in a range of musical and
dance styles, including courtesan dance, Western dance, and, eventually, the reinvented
Bharatanatyam; this will also be discussed further in Chapter I11. In this dissertation, I
apply intermedial modalities to thinking about how Bharatanatyam itself was
reconceived, disseminated, and consumed as a “new” cultural practice. Indeed, to
understand Bharatanatyam’s complexities as a reinvented form, it cannot be forgetten that
the cinema constituted a very large component of the interocular and intermedial matrix
in which it was born.

FILM AS FOIL: BHARATANATYAM, “CLASSICISM,” AND THE LIMITS OF
THE POPULAR

As I bring Bharatanatyam into dialogue with cinematic history, I hope to
convincingly demonstrate that, when taken together, these forms signify a sphere of
culture that might better be represented as “popular” rather than “classical.” In other
words, in discursive invocation of terms like “classical” obfuscate the ways in which
Bharatanatyam, like the cinema, is really both a product and sign of mass-mediated
culture. In their introduction to a volume entitled Fingerprinting Popular Culture: The
Mpythic and Iconic in Indian Cinema, cultural historians Vinay Lal and Ashis Nandy posit
Indian cinema as the site for confrontations and negotiations between the various
signposts of Indian modernity: “Popular culture, especially popular cinema, now began to
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look like a crucial battle ground where the battles between the old and the new, the
traditional and modern, the global and the local were being fought through the
renegotiation of myth and fantasy life” (xxiv).

I would argue that Bharatanatyam—in its post-1930s avatar as a middle-class,
semi-professional practice—is imbricated in the same sets of questions and contestations.
As will be demonstrated later, the “renegotation of myth and fantasy life” was a central
component of Bharatanatyam’s emergence as an urban, “devotional,” and Sanskritized
cultural practice. The language of “classicism” was first applied to Bharatanatyam only
during the process of its reinvention at the hands of the English-educated Brahmin elites
in Madras city during the 1930s. In their brilliant introduction to a volume entitled
Performing Pasts: Reinventing the Arts in Modern South India, cultural historians Indira
Peterson and Davesh Soneji remark on the social complexities of the creation of “the
classical” in South India during this period:

From the reformist/revivialist perspective, the dance and music of hereditary and

other traditional communities were secret, idiosyncratic, heterogenous,

unscientific, non-canonical, hybrid, vernacular, and non-modern. They were
transmitted and performed through oral, caste-based, and practice-centred
processes. The new classical arts, on the other hand, would be based on “ancient
yet suitably reformed, modernized textual and theoretical canons, and the

performers would be modern professionals, untainted by caste associations and
non-scientific methods. (7)

2

“The classical” performing arts—as they are constructed by the Indian elites and
the bureaucratic machinery of the nation-state—exist in opposition to “the popular,” a
category that, by the 1940s, almost exclusively was used to refer to the cinema. Usha Iyer
has written most elequently about the ways in which film dance is continuously scripted
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as low-brow and “corrupt” and how it produces discourses of moral anxiety and censure
in terms of public taste; she also discusses how “[t]he (always unflattering) comparison
with classical dance is a regular trope” in such scripts (6). One of the major contributions
of this dissertation is the fact that it addresses the complex intersectionality that
Bharatanatyam occupies. Its contrived “classicism,” which is based largely on the
grafting of Orientalist discoveries of Sanskritic knowledge systems onto a vernacular
dance culture, takes root in opposition to the popular cinema, as Iyer notes. However,
cinematic iterations of Bharatanatyam often construct the dance as “timelessly classical”
or distinct from other forms of dance and somatic expression. This, in my opinion,
produced deeply affective and long-standing aesthetic parameters that continue to live in
both today’s Tamil cinema and modern performances of Bharatanatyam. Essentially, this
project tells the story of Bharatanatyam’s transformation during the first half of the
twentieth century by thinking about the cinema and the urban stage as laboratories of
culture. I will argue that the unique idea of the “classical” as used to refer to
Bharatanatyam simply cannot be understood without reference to the dance’s early filmic
instantiations—hence the title “Celluloid Classicism.”

Moreover, the story of Bharatanatyam’s emergence as a nationalist art form
during the 1930s cannot be separated from the wider political debate surrounding caste
and social mobility that framed nationalist modernity in South India. Tamil cinema, too—
as the work of Theodore Baskaran (7The Message Bearers), M.S.S. Pandian (“Tamil

Cultural Elites”; Brahmin and Non-Brahmin), and others has demonstrated—emerged



from within a frame of non-Brahmin political assertion during this period. In this
dissertation, I want to emphasize how representations of dance in the cinema enable
slippages of both mobility and oppression under the caste hierarchy. Dance in the cinema
produces a seemingly naturalized and “ancient” aesthetic regime for modern
Bharatanatyam, and it also involves a range of actors who represent themselves (and who
are represented) along lines of difference (based on caste, class, and gender) and who are
yet homologized through discourses of nationalism and Tamil regionalism.” Chapter IV
explores the complex interactions that occur among early film dance, caste, regional
Tamil politics, and Indian nationalism in greater depth.

MODERN TAMIL DRAMA AS INTERMEDIARY BETWEEN
BHARATANATYAM AND THE TAMIL CINEMA

A major gap in the social history of Bharatanatyam has been the central role that
it played in the emergence of the modern Tamil drama tradition, which is variously
known as icai natakam (“musical drama”), Tamil natakam (“Tamil drama”), boys’
company drama, and “special” natakam (Arankacami [Tamil Natakam]; Baskaran
[“Persistence of Conventions”]; Kirusnamiirtti [ Tamil Nataka Varalaru]; Mangai and
Arasu [“Ushering Changes”]; Perumal [ Tamil Natakattin; Tamil Drama; Irupatam
Nirrantatil]; Seizer [Stigmas of the Tamil Stage]; Sugimoto [“Boys Be Ambitious™]; C.
Venkataraman [Tiraiyulakil Icaik Kalaifiarkal]). The modern Tamil drama represented an
intermediary and socially liminal space that enabled the flow of professional and semi-
professional actors into the emergent Tamil cinema; it also enabled women from
devadasi (courtesan) backgrounds to enter the world of the professional theater and, by
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extension, the early Tamil cinema. This form was born of the interface between old forms
of Tamil theater—known variously as kiittu, terukkiittu, or kattaikkiittu (de Bruin
Kattaikkiattu) and that essentially consisted of songs interpreted through gesture and
strung together with spoken dialogue—and a new hybrid form of colonial theater, usually
called the “Parsi theater” (Gupt The Parsi Theatre; Hansen “Making Women Visible,”
Stages of Life). The Parsi theater was a form of popular drama that grew out of colonial
theatrical techniques and modern adaptations of Shakespearean performance by Britons
in South Asia during the mid-nineteenth century. When these practices were taken up by
natives (initially by the Gujarati-speaking Parsi community in the Bombay Presidency)
and indigenized (through the use of Indian narratives and scripts in Indian languages),
they came to be known as the “Parsi theater.” Parsi theater companies such as the
Victoria Parsee Theatrical Company, which was established in 1868 by K.N. Kabra,
toured large parts of India and Southeast Asia and held major performances in Madras
city during the 1880s.” These performances inspired Tamil amateur and semi-
professional dramaturges and literary aficionados to create new forms of Tamil theater
that drew both content and technique from the Parsi theater but that also retained aspects
of performance—such as the gestural interpretation of text (abhinaya) and raga-based
music—from older traditions such as the kitfu theater and even courtesan dance.
Hundreds of new Tamil dramas were composed between the 1870s and the 1930s, and
these spanned a range of historical, pseudo-historical, mythological, and, later, social

themes. As this tradition became increasingly popular, the writers/dramaturges
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Cankaratas Cuvamikal (1867-1932) and Pammal Campanta Mutaliyar (1873-1964) were
heralded as the pillars of the form. They composed new and highly innovative scripts for
performance, even when they drew upon older themes, including mythological ones; fig.
1-2, for example, shows the first print edition of Cuvamikal’s play based on the
mythological narrative of the child-devotee Prahlada. Cuvamikal only employed young
boys to play the parts in his plays, and hence this form of theater came to be known as
“boys’ company” drama.® The new Tamil theater was also a space of intercaste
interaction that even brought women performers from the devaddsi community into its
fold.” Indeed, as early as 1876, devadasi dancers were involved in modern Tamil

theatrical productions in Madras city.®

Hiranya
OR
PIRAHALATHA.

WONDERFUL
TAMIL DRAMA

T. T. Sankara Doss Swamy.

Fig. 1-2. The cover of the play Iraniyan Natakam allatu Pirahalatd by Cankaratas
Cuvamikal, published by Madurai (/eft; 1926, © British Library Board [pTam.D.2155]).
A photo of a rehearsal for a play by Cankaratas Cuvamikal’s company (right; c. 1925,

Private Collection of S.V. Jayababu).
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Film historians (e.g., Baskaran [The Message Bearers; The Eye of the Serpent;
“Persistence of Conventions”; History Through the Lens]; Guy [Starlight, Starbright])
have long dwelled upon the formative influence of the modern Tamil drama on early
cinema. Indeed, Pammal Campanta Mutaliyar even directed and acted in some films in
the 1930s.” However, this matrix of drama and early cinema has never been considered
with reference to the emergence of modern Bharatanatyam or “classical” (Karnatak)
music.'” Indeed, so many of the actors, techniques, and narratives of the modern Tamil
theater are brought into the cinema, and many of these cross over into representations of
Bharatanatyam on both stage and screen. For example, many of the biggest female stars
of the early cinema came from devadasi backgrounds but only entered the cinema after
they were established performers in the networks of the emergent Tamil drama; I will
take up this point in greater detail in Chapter II.

Moreover, music remained at the heart of the modern Tamil drama, which
eventually was known as icai natakam (“musical theater”), just as it did in Tamil cinema.
From the time of the earliest South Indian “talkie” Kalidas (“The Poet Kalidasa,” 1931),
music and dance have occupied a central place in the aesthetic vocabulary of cinema in
this region. Kalidas itself incorporated songs from the emergent “classical” canon of
Karnatak music, including songs attributed to the composer Tyagaraja (1767-1847) as
well as popular Tamil nationalist songs.'' Thus, the discussion surrounding the
intermedial nature of the intertwined histories of cinema and dance exceeds the histories

of just these two forms; it seeps into the world of Tamil theater, music history, and print
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culture. In this dissertation, I adopt a multi-sited and polyvocal historical approach in
which conversations about dance history are linked to larger sets of cultural practices and
wider cultural histories.

SITUATING EXTANT SCHOLARSHIP ON FILM DANCE, THE TAMIL
CINEMA, AND BHARATANATYAM

Academic work on dance and screen media has taken on a drastically prolific
identity with the coming of the digital age. The early anthology Envisioning Dance on
Film and Video edited by Judy Mitoma and colleagues brought together a number of
scholars who were working on representations of dance in a range of established and
emerging visual media, including cinema. Recent studies of dance and visual media in
Western cultural contexts have included exceptional theoretically oriented works,
including Douglas Rosenberg’s Screendance: Inscribing the Ephemeral Image, which
focuses on the tensions between dance as an ephemeral form and film as a fixed idiom
and which draws on both historical and contemporary works that exemplify aspects of
this tension. Rosenberg’s work explores both the possibilities and limits that emerge from
celluloid and digital iterations of the dancing body in Euro-American contexts.

Studies of dance in the cinema itself are relatively few and far between. One of
the major works in this vein is Sherril Dodd’s Dance on Screen: Genres and Media from
Hollywood to Experimental Art, which focuses on representations of dance in a range of
cinematic genres, from mainstream popular film to the avant-garde cinema of the 1990s.
More recently, Erin Brannigan’s DanceFilm: Choreography and the Moving Image
presented a fascinating study of what she calls “dancefilm”—in other words,
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representations of the choreographic in film. Brannigan’s work represents perhaps one of
the most comprehensive studies of dance in popular cinema, from the very beginnings of
the medium into the twenty-first century. Drawing insights from both cinema studies and
dance studies, Brannigan argues that “dancefilm” expresses choreographic sensibilities
that are unique to this idiom. Dance on film produces its own affective and somatic
vocabularies to create what Brannigan calls a “polyaesthetic field” (194).

Closer to my field of study, however, are works that have dealt specifically with
representations of dance in South Asian cinema, which unfortunately have also been very
few in number.'* A few significant studies of dance and music in Hindi (“Bollywood”)
cinema have appeared recently, such as the edited volume by Gopal and Moorti entitled
Global Bollywood: Travels of Hindi Song and Dance, but these writings categorically
exclude discussions of the South Indian cinema. An exceptional work on dance in the
Hindi cinema is the unpublished dissertation of Usha Iyer entitled “Film Dance, Female
Stardom, and the Production of Gender in Popular Hindi Cinema,” which weaves
together many of the issues that I am discussing here, albeit from the standpoint of Hindi
popular cinema. Iyer’s work represents, in my view, some of the finest scholarship on
dance and the popular cinema in South Asia, and it reveals the deep intellectual potential
that social-history—oriented work on the cinema can offer to the disciplines of both South
Asian studies and dance studies. Other minor works on dance and cinema in North India
include an essay by Amita Nijhawan, “Excusing the Female Dancer: Tradition and

Transgression in Bollywood Dancing,” which focuses on themes of sexuality, desire, and
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transgression in Bollywood dance sequences. Alternatively, the work of Ann David
(“Beyond the Silver Screen,” “Dancing the Diasporic Dream?”) and Sangita Shresthova
(Is It All About Hips?) has explored the transnational migration of forms of popular Hindi
cinema dance in the United Kingdom, Nepal, and the United States. Most recently,
Pallabi Chakravorty’s forthcoming book This is How We Dance Now: Performance in the
Age of Bollywood and Reality Shows examines cultures of dance—especially dance
derived from a “Bollywood dance aesthetic”—in the post-liberalization age through new
forms of television and social media.

Two recent doctoral dissertations have dealt with dance and the South Indian
cinema, but these focus on Telugu cinema and the dance form known as Kiicipiidi."> The
first is Rumya Sree Putcha’s dissertation entitled “Revisiting the Classical: A Critical
History of Kuchipudi Dance,” and the second is Katyayani Sree Thota’s dissertation
entitled “Stage to Screen, and Back: A Study of the Dialogue Between Kuchipudi and
Telugu Cinema.” Both of these projects have much in common with my own. Putcha’s
work examines how instantiations of dance in the cinema contributed to the very
formation of the regional/nationalized art form of Kiicipudi, eclipsing other popular
performance traditions that could have vied for status as “the classical dance of Andhra
Pradesh.” She also demonstrates how Kiicipiidi dance itself was undergoing a massive
aesthetic overhaul in Madras city just as cinematic and staged performances of it were
being innovatively showcased for the very first time. Thota’s excellent work also dwells

on how cinematic iterations of Kiicipiidi contributed to its sedimentation as “the classical
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dance of Andhra Pradesh” in the national imagination, but she also provides detailed life
narratives and choreographic analysis of the makers of this kind of dance. Finally, I
should also mention a blog run by dance enthusiast Cassidy Behling,
cinemanrityagharana.blogspot.com, which focuses on Indian dance traditions in the
cinema. The blog has a number of entries that address many of subjects covered in this
dissertation, but Behling’s writings lack the scholarly apparatuses and critical historical
and theoretical perspectives that are at the very heart of my project.

At first glance, English-language scholarship on Tamil cinema appears to be quite
vast, and an especially significant number of works address the impact of Tamil cinema
on contemporary politics in South India.'* These have included the works of Theodore
Baskaran (The Message Bearers, The Eye of the Serpent, History Through the Lens),
M.S.S. Pandian (“Tamil Cultural Elites,” Brahmin and Non-Brahmin), and a number of
others."” Two other significant earlier works were the unpublished dissertation of Stephen
Hughes entitled “Is There Anyone Out There?: Exhibition and Formation of Silent Film
Audiences in South India,” which addressed the history of early South Indian cinema,
and Sara Dickey’s dissertation entitled “Cinema and the Urban Poor in South India,”
which focused on the reception of Tamil cinema by lower middle class audiences in
Tamilnadu. However, it is perhaps Stephen Hughes who has given us some of the richest
and most detailed cultural histories of the early Tamil cinema to date. In 2008, Routledge
published the first scholarly anthology on Tamil cinema entitled Tamil Cinema: The

Cultural Politics of India’s Other Film Industry, which was edited by Selvaraj
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Velayutham. This book provides an overview of the history and distinctive characteristics
of Tamil cinema, and the individual essays examine themes such as gender, religion,
class, caste, fandom, cinematic genre, the politics of identity, and diaspora. Throughout,
the book cogently links cinematic history to the wider social, political, and cultural
histories of Tamil-speaking India. Since then, a number of excellent studies on the history
and anthropology of Tamil cinema have emerged, including the works of Preminda Jacob
on Tamil film advertisements (Celluloid Deities), Swarnavel Eswaran Pillai on Madras
film production studios (Madras Studios), and Anand Pandian (Reel World) and
Constantine Nakassis (Doing Style) on contemporary Tamil film-making and
consumption, to name a few.'® The recent work of Amanda Weidman (“Voices of
Meenakumari,” “Musical Genres and National Identity”) has explored questions of voice
and gender in contemporary Tamil cinema music, whereas Kiranmayi Indraganti’s book
Her Majestic Voice: South Indian Female Playback Singers and Stardom, 1945-1955
explores the history of female “playback” singing in the Telugu cinema, with some
implications for the study of similar issues in Tamil cinema.

Much of my historical thinking around Bharatanatyam as a historical form draws
from the works of Avanthi Meduri (“Nation, Woman, Representation”), Matthew Harp
Allen (“Rewriting the Script”), Janet O’Shea (4¢ Home in the World), Indira Peterson
(“Rewriting Cultural History”), and Davesh Soneji (Unfinished Gestures), who in their
path-breaking writings on Bharatanatyam have radically altered earlier, nationalist-

inflected received histories. All of my earlier published work has been produced in
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conversation with this collective of revisionist scholars of Bharatanatyam, who have
given us a critically engaged and nuanced scholarly discourse that embeds
Bharatanatyam’s history in larger issues that surround nation, body, sexuality, and
politics in South India.
METHODS AND MATERIALS

This dissertation represents a critical historical inquiry that deploys a hybrid
methodology to create new forms of historical knowing that emerge from multi-sited and
polyvocal research. I used a diverse array of research apparatuses, including text
(primarily film “songbooks” and magazines), films, playbills, programs, posters, and
interviewee data drawn from ethnographic work. In the sections that follow, I describe
both my methods and materials; I dedicate a significant amount of attention to print
material, which forms the core of much of my work, and then I move on to briefly
discuss other materials, such as extant films and contemporary ethnography, both of
which contribute relatively smaller bodies of data for this work. In terms of the textual
materials, much of my work comes out of two major archives: the Roja Muthiah
Research Library in Chennai and the massive private archive of film aficionado S.V.
Jayababu of Chennai. I made photocopies and electronic scans of all the original
materials from both sources. I began doing research at the Roja Muthiah Library in 2008
for another project on courtesan dance after having heard about the library and its
collections from my colleagues. At the library, [ was fortunate to meet its director, Mr. G.

Sundar, who was enthusiastic about my research. We struck up a friendship, and since
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then I have been back to the library every time I have visited India, acquainting myself
ever more deeply with this vast archive. One of the problems that I encountered over the
course of this research had to do with the immense quantity of materials I had to sift
through before discovering the specific genres and publications that now form the basis
of my dissertation. Much of the archival material that I was interested in had not yet been
fully catalogued due to financial constraints at the library. For this reason, I spent a
significant amount of time opening dusty old boxes in the collections to gain access to the
materials that are now included in this dissertation. As one might expect, I have managed
to collect heaps of Tamil language print materials that [ hope to use in a separate work
following the completion of my dissertation project.

It was also at the Roja Muthiah Research Library where, by pure coincidence, I
first met S.V. Jayababu in 2010. We immediately struck up a conversation about cinema
and the arts in Tamil-speaking India. Later, in 2012, when I expressed my research
interest in dance and cinema to him, he immediately offered to share his vast personal
archives with me for this dissertation project. Jayababu’s father was an avid collector of
Tamil cinematic materials and passed on his love for print materials on to his son.
Jayababu manages and curates the material in a remarkably meticulous manner, and he
has been very generous in sharing his archive for the purposes of this project. Very
quickly I discovered that Jayababu had a personal interest in the historical intersections
between the making of modern Bharatanatyam and the Tamil cinema. In fact, Jayababu

told me that he had always hoped to meet a researcher who would work on this subject,

19



and thus he was ever-more generous in his interactions with me. Several times, after I had
mentioned a film or even just a dance sequence from a particular film to him, at our next
meeting, he would magically produce the playbills or songbooks from these films. These
kinds of unconditionally generous transactions continued for three years until I completed
my research for this dissertation in 2015. When I returned to North America, Jayababu
was always available to answer my questions remotely by phone or email. If he did not
know the answer, he would scan or photograph materials from his archive that he thought
would help me answer my queries and send these to me over the smartphone-based
application “WhatsApp.” Jayababu’s generosity and knowledge of the textual archive of
Tamil cinema remains unparalleled, and his generosity with these precious materials has
been integral to the data collection required for this dissertation.
Cinema Ephemera: Print Material as Textual Archive

Many of the original data for this project come from what I call “cinema
ephemera”—that is, print materials from the 1930s through the 1950s from two genres:
“songbooks” and cinema magazines, almost all of which are exclusively written in the
Tamil language. Cinema “songbooks” (see fig. 1-3) are texts that have a relationship to a
large cottage industry of popular publishing in the form of low-priced chapbooks that
sought to bring Tamil literature to the masses. In his monumental work on Tamil print
culture entitled The Province of the Book, A .R. Venkatachalapathy has demonstrated how
“cinema songbooks” represented the tail end of several decades of popular “chapbook

printing,” which comprised a certain class of publications known in Tamil as gujili
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(kucili)."” These popular chapbooks, which were sold for the equivalent of a few cents
(e.g., 1 anna, 6 or 9 paisa), were hawked at crossroads and town markets. In Chapter III, I
examine one of these chapbooks from 1937; it is a kind of moral tract about the dangers
of the cinema, and it was authored by K. Kurucamitas, a Tamil poet from the town of
Kumbhakonam. Venkatachalapathy notes that, although popular publishing and popular
“bazaar” literature did not disappear in post-1930s Tamil, much of its energy was
redirected into “cinema songbooks, wherein the lyrics of popular cinema are reduced to
print” (Province of the Book 167). However, these songbooks have been crucial to my
work. They have allowed me to access texts related to music and dance, often in the
absence of any aural or visual traces of these works. This is particularly important given
the emphasis on text and poetry in traditional forms of dance and dance music in South
India. In many ways, the text quite literally orients the presentation of the dance. Indeed,
courtesan dance in South India may be thought of as a tradition of performed
commentary on poems that were composed for this purpose. Throughout this dissertation,
it will be evident how important texts are in both staged and cinematic versions of
Bharatanatyam dance. In Chapter VI in particular, I will explore how a vast amount of
genre and repertoire in Bharatanatyam is in fact framed fextually. The “cinema
songbooks” thus represent central archival sources that I deploy in my work.

In general, songbooks have been understood as modes through which audiences
could access the lyrics of songs in order to recall them during a time outside the viewing

of the film. In that sense, the songbook worked in tandem with the gramophone record, as
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shown in fig. 1-3, where the songbook for the earliest Tamil talkie, Kalidas (1937),
advertises the gramophone record for the same film, encouraging readers to “hear” the
film again. This movement across reading, hearing, and seeing the film or its ephemera
again takes us back to the centrality of intermedial modes of experience to cultural
production and consumption during this period. Indeed, in the example presented by fig.
1-3, intermedial sensory engagement and mobility were encouraged by the very
producers of culture themselves; the text had to be read, the songs heard, and the film

seen.
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Fig. 1-3. A page from the songbook of the first South Indian talkie, Kalidas (“The Poet
Kalidasa,” 1937), advertising the gramophone record by Columbia that accompanies the

film. (Private Collection of S.V. Jayababu.)

The songbooks themselves evolve in structure and content from the 1930s
through to the 1950s. The earliest songbooks feature a cover page that usually contains a

still image from the film, and this is followed by the texts of the songs that are featured in
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the film, with headings that indicate the character who performs the song and usually the
name of the rdga (tonal scale) of the song (see fig. 1-4). The back cover would usually
feature advertisements of other publications by the press that printed the book. By the
early 1940s, however, the content of songbooks began to change. During this period, the
songbook also contained a “cast and crew” list, usually marked by the title natikarkal
(“actors”), often with a separate list for female performers marked natikaikal
(“actresses”). It would also increasingly contain a roughly page-long synopsis of the plot
of the film, marked by the Tamil title kataic curukkam (“gist of the story’’). By the mid-
1940s, some songbooks were bilingual, containing the synopsis in both Tamil and
English; other important sections of the credits—such as the names of the director and the
production studios—were also given in English. This is also the space where, by the
1940s, the credits for dance were often found. The back covers of the books increasingly
featured advertisements for forthcoming films, often those produced by the same studio.
By the 1950s, these songbooks had reached maturity. They contained numerous

photographs from the film along with detailed lists of production credits.
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Fig. 1-4. Cover of the songbook for the film Ekampavanan (1947), starring P.A.

Ranganayaki, with dances by Kamala. (Private Collection of S.V. Jayababu.)

Another major source that I used was Tamil film magazines and journals, which
began to circulate during the 1930s. By the late 1940s, these had become the major
vehicle for information related to Tamil film production and consumption practices. In a
fascinating essay entitled “Emotion, Identity, and the Female Subject: Tamil Women’s
Magazines in Colonial India, 1890-1940,” historian Mytheli Sreenivas established that
Tamil popular magazines were central to the formation of new modes of subjectivity for
an emergent middle class. Indeed, these magazines produced new subjectivities; in
addition, when it came to discourse on the arts and cinema, they were constitutive of new
modes of consuming and understanding visual and performative cultures. The deep and
long-standing relationship between the publics of magazine reading and cinema can most
clearly be seen in the fact that one of the most popular Tamil magazines, Ananta Vikatan,
was bought out and subsequently popularized in 1928 by Subramaniam Sreenivasan

(more popularly known as S.S. Vasan, 1904-1969), a journalist who went on to become
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one of South India’s most famous film producers and directors; he was also proprietor of
Madras’ largest production studios, Gemini.'® Tamil film magazines themselves
performed a kind of commentarial role. They often combined information about film
production, actor biographies, and the musical dimensions of films. Indeed, the name of
one of the most popular such magazines established in the late 1930s, Kuntiici
(“Needle™), indexes the constitutive work of such texts, which “sutured” together various
strands of cultural production during this period.'® By far the most successful of these
magazines was Pécum Patam (“Talking Pictures”), which was founded by the film
journalist T.V. Ramnoth in the 1930s. This magazine was so popular that eventually it
was brought out in Telugu and English versions, which were entitled Cinema Rangam
and PicturePost, respectively.”

Like songbooks, film magazines from this period, right up until the 1950s, also
offer windows into films that have become otherwise invisible. Actual film prints of
many of the Tamil films that I am examining in this dissertation are simply not available,
so published material forms the only historical trace of these films. A case in point is the
film Nattiyarani (“Queen of Dance,” 1949) (see fig. 1-5); this is a relatively late film, but
nonetheless it does not exist today. The songbook and advertisements for the film
survive, and the photographs in the advertisements give us the only visual cues as to the
content of the film. This film is essentially a quasi-historical film in which a milkmaid-
turned-dancer named Santala marries the king of a major dynasty known as Hoysala and

becomes the queen of the city of Belur.?' The print materials tell us that the actresses B.S.
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Saroja (b. 1922) and Vasundhara Devi (1917-1988; mother of the star dancer-actress
Vyjayanthimala, who will be discussed later in this dissertation) starred in the film and
that it included other dances by the sisters Lalitha and Padmini. The vernacular magazine
thus aids us in repairing—albeit in a limited manner—the ephemeral and fleeting nature

of the material dimensions of the early Tamil cinema.
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Fig. 1-5. Poster for Nattiyarani (“Queen of Dance,” 1949) in Kuntiici magazine (August

1949, p. 7). (Courtesy Roja Muthiah Research Library.)

Magazines such as these, [ would argue, are part of a print culture that constituted
a new kind of public space in which the arts were taking on a new meaning and being
consciously brought into intermedial conversations. For example, magazines such as
Atal-Patal (“Dance and Song”) (see fig. 1-6) carried news stories about the latest films
but also about figures like Rukmini Arundale and E. Krishna Iyer, local stage
performances of Bharatanatyam (such as the debut performances of young female dance

students [arankérrams)), features about female morality, and notes on the techniques of
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Bharatanatyam dance.”> By the 1940s, other magazines like Kuntiici ran large regular
features with titles like “Natanam Atinar” (“They Danced,” referencing the famous song
Natanam Atinar [“He Danced”], which will be discussed in detail in Chapter V1) and
contained news and profiles from the world of live performances of Bharatanatyam in
Madras (see fig. 1-7). These magazines gave their audiences insight into the overlapping
worlds of dance and cinema and facilitated movement between these spheres of cultural
production and consumption. They also were also key in establishing discursive spaces
around the new forms and modes of cultural production that characterized the early
decades of the twentieth century in South India. It is also significant that, unlike many
newspapers, these magazines circulated at the local, subnational level. In these vernacular
writings, histories that otherwise remain hidden can be traced in the nationalizing
discourse surrounding the arts that began to emerge in India during the 1930s. Individual
life histories and narratives in particular live almost exclusively in this vernacular archive

of the Tamil-language magazine.*
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Fig. 1-6. The cover page of Atal Patal magazine (Antu Malar, 1936). (Courtesy Roja

Muthiah Research Library.)

Fig. 1-7. The film magazine Kuntiici (“Needle”) eventually runs a column called
“Natanam Atinar” (“They Danced”), which featured news and profiles from the world of
stage performances of Bharatanatyam in Madras. (Courtesy Roja Muthiah Research

Library.)
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Syncretic Sources: Extant Films and Ethnography

In addition to archival materials such as songbooks and vernacular magazines, the
primary sources for this dissertation are the films themselves. The recent boom in DVD
and VCD technology in South India has made many early Tamil films readily available.
The films Meera (1945) and Nam Iruvar (1947), which are discussed briefly here, are
good examples; they are widely circulated as commercial DVDs. However, other films
are only available for viewing at the National Film Archives of India in Pune in
Maharashtra, and I have had an opportunity to take notes on some early silent Tamil films
at this location. I visited these archives once in 2012. Many of the films I was interested
in viewing were not readily available and the administration had very strict policies about
granting access to some of the older, non-digitized materials. Fortunately, the films that I
am most concerned with, which cover the period from the 1940s to the late 1950s, are
available commercially or on YouTube; I have also been able to amass my own
collection of DVDs and miscellaneous print materials, which have been sourced from
private collections (such as those of collector S.V. Jayababu). These form the basis of
much of my analysis. My own collection of VHS (and later DVD) materials related to
dance in the cinema goes back to some of my earliest exposure to Bharatanatyam as a
form through the Tamil cinema. As a child [ was dazzled by the spectacular
representations of dance in the cinema, and as a teenager I began collecting VHS tapes
and later DVDs of older Tamil films. This initial collection became the basis for my long-

term intellectual fascination with the intermedial worlds that are at the heart of this
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dissertation. I eventually built my own collection of DVDs and several of the dance
sequences | have analysed in the dissertation come from this personal collection.

In addition to the textual and audiovisual sources that I have employed in this
work, a significant amount of material has come from oral histories and ethnographic
methods. Between 2012 and 2014, I made a number of field visits to India to interview
former actors, film historians, dancers, and scholars of Bharatanatyam. Some of these
individuals were already known to me, and others I met for the first time as part of my
research. My initial literature review enabled me to locate the names of certain
individuals who were active performers in the cinema and on screen, but unfortunately,
some of these people had passed away by the time I began my field research. As for the
dancers whom I interviewed, I was very keen at the outset about interviewing women
from the former courtesan (devadasi) communities who had professionally straddled the
worlds of both cinema and stage presentations of Bharatanatyam. Although I was familiar
with many women from the former courtesan community due to my own direct training
with many of them, my teachers were not a part of the cinema industry but knew others
who were. I created a list based on these names, and this formed the basis of much of this
ethnographic work. The aim of such work was to capture the life narratives and
experiences of individuals like the former actress T.D. Kuchalakumari whom I discuss in
Chapter II. In other contexts—such as my interviews with film historians Madabhushi
Rangadorai (b. 1937, who writes under the penname “Randor Guy”), V.A.K. Ranga Rao

(b. 1939), and Theodore Baskaran (b. 1940)—the aim was to clarify questions around the
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caste identities and social backgrounds of the artists of the early Tamil cinema. Again,
some of these scholars were already known to me, whereas others (such as Randor Guy) I
met for the first time as part of dissertation research. For the most part, such interactions
took place in the shape of freeform discussions. These discussions were recorded and
subsequently transcribed by myself; where necessary, they were also translated by me
from Tamil into English. I did not want to control or limit the intellectual possibilities of
the interviews by establishing rigid parameters. Instead, I chose to ask a few lead-in
questions and have the participants use these as catalysts or entry points to speak freely
about their involvement in cinema, dance, or both. The three common lead-in questions
were as follows:

1. Could you please tell me about how you came to be involved in the field of

cinema (or dance)?

2. Can you relate what you would characterize as significant moments in your

career? Why would you consider these significant?

3. How has the field of cinema (or dance) changed since the time you were an

active performer, and why?

My interview experiences were similar in the sense that my participants were all
very generous and eager to speak to me about their life and work. I would often follow-
up with more detailed questions based on what I was hearing; they, in turn, would add
supplemental information. I did not want my own biases as a researcher and performer of

Bharatanatyam to permeate the interview process, so I encouraged my interlocutors to
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speak freely and comfortably without making too many interventions. I would only
interject every 15 minutes or so, usually for the purpose of asking them if they would like
a break. In their excitement to share their work with me, my interlocutors would often get
slightly annoyed when I suggested a break! I especially wanted to ensure that the elderly
interviewees were comfortable had appropriate breaks as they spoke to me. In the end, I
was deeply inspired by their passion for autobiographical storytelling and their
enthusiasm related to sharing their pasts.

Each interview lasted between 45 minutes and 1 hour. I interviewed a total of 13
participants consisting of dancers, actresses/dancers, scholars, and writers. I would begin
each interview by outlining the entire IRB consent process with each participant so that
they were completely aware of it. While some of the interviews were in English, the
majority were in Tamil. I transcribed each interview and later translated each myself.

Taken together, the multiple sources that comprise this dissertation (i.e., archival
print materials, audiovisual sources, and ethnographic interviews) parallel the central
argument of the dissertation. Like the convergent intermedial history that lies at the heart
of this project, the sources too are multi-sited and multimedial. When I was working with
multiple types sources on a single theme or subject, I would oscillate back and forth
between these in order to map the spaces of conceptual or thematic overlap.

The process of writing and the constant accretion and adjustment of content is
perhaps best explained by way of a discussion of how two central chapters came into

being, and how they set the pace for the overall structure for the creation of the rest of the
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dissertation. My one of the most consistent themes in my work has to do with the central
role played by traditional female courtesan performers (devaddsis) and male dance-
masters (nattuvanars) in the parallel development of dance and cinema from the 1930s to
the 1950s. As I continued to assemble multimedial sets of data, I realized that it would be
crucial for me to dedicate separate chapters about these two groups. After reaching the
decision to separate these topics into individual chapters, I began populating these
chapters by collecting as much archival material as possible about devadasis and
nattuvanars who were involved in Tamil cinema and began to construct a narrative that
would both include biographical information and clues in such materials that could
address questions of class, caste, and gender in modern South India. In many cases, some
of this kind of data actually emerged only from conversations with my interlocutors. The
chapters thus came into being in a layered, non-lineal process of construction, in which I
was constantly revising and revisiting both archival (textual) and ethnographic sets of
data.

While my writing was rich in historical complexity thanks to the density and
volume of Tamil archival materials, I also realized that a discussion of aesthetic
representations of the dance itself remained absent. My interlocutors also referenced
some the repertory pieces that they had performed in the cinema and on stage. I thus also
began to craft a separate chapter discussing the aesthetic representations of select
repertory pieces that were central to the ideas of “celluloid classicism” and the power of

intermedial form that are at the heart of the dissertation. After I completed drafts of the
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five chapters that constitute the body of the dissertation, I revisited my ethnographic data,
archival textual material, and film sequences collectively a final time, with an eye to
determine the sequence of chapters and flow of the dissertation as a whole.
CHAPTER SUMMARIES

This dissertation consists of the current introductory chapter, five major chapters,
and a concluding chapter that brings some of the work’s historical discussions to bear on
their enduring presence into the present. Chapter II (The Devaddsi Community and the
Cinematic Imagination: Politics, Participation, and Representation) addresses how, when,
and why traditional female courtesan performers (devadasis) entered the South Indian
cinema and how they were able to sustain viable careers for a short while, until their
presence was eclipsed by women of higher caste and class backgrounds. This chapter also
highlights the deep imbrication of South Indian cinema with Tamil popular drama
(known as icai natakam) and accounts for the presence of devadasi women from within
this matrix. Even though the first South Indian talkie featured a non-devaddsi woman as
its heroine, women from devadasi communities populated the bulk of films in Tamil and
Telugu that were produced between 1937 and 1950. The chapter provides, among other
things, a sketch of the life of S.D. Subbulakshmi (b. 1917; not to be confused with singer
M.S. Subbulakshmi), a devadasi actress from the town of Srivaikuntam, who became the
“second wife” of early Tamil cinema’s most celebrated director, K. Subrahmanyam
(1904-1971). She was responsible, with Subrahmanyam, for setting up one of Madras’

earliest dance institutions, Natana Kala Seva (c. 1945), which later morphed into
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Nrithyodaya and which is currently headed by K. Subrahmanyam’s daughter, dancer
Padma Subrahmanyam. The chapter concludes with a detailed ethnographic portrait of
T.D. Kuchalakumari (b. 1937), a former actress whose ancestors performed dance at the
Tanjore court during the reign of the Queen Kamakshi Amba Bai Saheb (d. 1892) and at
the public festivals of the Brhadi$vara temple. Kuchalakumari—whose aunts, cousins,
and nieces were (and continue to be) involved in the cinema—traces, in an unapologetic
manner, her own family’s journey from traditional modes of being from within Tanjore’s
devaddsi community into the world of today’s cinema.

Chapter III (The Ocular Politics of Making Modern Bharatanatyam) focuses on
reinterpreting the so-called “revival” or reinvention of Bharatanatyam during the 1930s
through the lens of cinematic history. It charts the participation of the major personalities
of the reinvention—figures like Rukmini Arundale (1904-1986) and E. Krishna Iyer
(1897-1968)—in the world of Tamil cinema, arguing that cinema was just as much at the
nexus of debates on morality, the body, religion, and nationalism as was Bharatanatyam
itself. The chapter also includes the first-ever analysis of traces of the first film in India
about dance, Jalaja (1938), in which the devaddsi artist Kumbhakonam Bhanumathi
played the lead character. The chapter ends with reflections on how dance in the cinema
allows us to map shifting notions of the morality of Bharatanatyam dance itself and how
the cross-pollination of screen and stage versions of Bharatanatyam radically shifts

standard narratives about dance during this period.
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While the previous chapter focuses on the ultra-elite activities related to dance
and cinema engineered by figures who had institutional affiliations with organizations
such as the Madras Music Academy and the Theosophical Society, Chapter IV (Cinema,
Dance, and Bourgeois Nationalism: Mediated Morality, “Classicism,” and the State in
Modern South India) moves into the realm of new instantiations of popular culture that
brought some of the elite’s activities to a broad range of audiences beginning in the
1930s. Indeed, the major argument of this chapter is that it is the work of cinema—
particularly the nationalist cinema that featured directors such as K. Subrahmanyam and
then later actresses such as Kamala Lakshman and Padmini Ramachandran—that is
responsible for the popularity of the reinvented Bharatanatyam. The popularity also
brought with it new forms of public somatic morality, which involved resignifications of
the body that were in dialogue with anti-nautch politics and the anti-cinema movement
(which included figures like Gandhi). This chapter also looks to the incorporation of
figures like Gandhi and the Tamil poet Subrahmaniya Bharati into the vocabulary of
Bharatanatyam because of cinema, and it discusses the creation of new ways of seeing
dance as embodied national heritage on screen. The end of the chapter focuses on the
movement of dance into middle-class communities through the cinema in a radical
expansion of the dance’s overall cultural presence. By casting dance as compatible with
conjugal life and domesticity, this chapter argues, the cinema of the 1940s and 1950s
articulates a new moral vision for dance in South India. In some senses, these popular and

nationalist-inflected articulations of form, allegory, and technique eclipsed the elite
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projects of reinvention that were staged in 1930s Madras. This chapter thus maps the
emergence of Bharatanatyam’s somewhat awkward self-representation as a “classical-
yet-popular” dance.

Chapter V (The Emergence of the “Choreographer” and a New Envisioning of
Dance) begins by shifting focus onto men in the devaddsi community, who commonly
took on the professional or semi-professional roles of dance-masters (nattuvanar). One of
the major arguments of this chapter revolves around the fiscal opportunity that both
cinema and the new reinvented Bharatanatyam afforded men from this community at a
time when professional opportunities for women were fast disappearing. As early as the
late 1930s, dance sequences in South India required dance-masters, and some men from
the nattuvanar community benefitted tremendously. Their work in the cinema also
enabled these same men to participate in the world of modern, urban performances of
Bharatanatyam on Madras stages. A large portion of the chapter is dedicated to a deep
study of the life and labor of Vazhuvoor Ramaiah Pillai (1910-1991), an iconic
choreographer for the early cinema and for Madras’ new stage performances of
Bharatanatyam from the 1930s to the 1960s. Ramaiah Pillai’s aesthetic sensibilities set
the standard for representations of Bharatanatyam-style dances on screen, and these ideas
filtered back into stage performances in Madras. Indeed, Pillai’s prime disciple, Kamala
Lakshman, seamlessly moved between stage and screen; the interocular dynamism of
Pillai’s choreographies on Lakshman was appreciated and deeply internalized by

audiences for decades. In addition to Ramaiah Pillai, the chapter also describes four other
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men from the devadast and nattuvanar communities who became renowned
choreographers in the cinema and who in turn attracted a range of students, many from
abroad, who wanted to learn Bharatanatyam from them.

Chapter VI (Genre, Repertoire, and Technique Between Cinema and the Urban
Stage) addresses details about how dance itself—in terms of its aesthetics, technique, and
repertoire—is irrevocably transformed through its encounter with cinema. This chapter
traces how traditional devadasi dance genres like the Tamil padam, an erotic love song,
are represented and transformed in the cinema. It analyzes the way that melody (rdga),
rhythm (¢ala), and movement technique (atavu, jati, korvai) are deployed in genres like
padam as well as in other genres like jatisvaram and tillana that find their way into the
cinema. In some sense, the early cinema is also a way of documenting older dance
technique and repertory that have disappeared from today’s Bharatanatyam but that
remain captured on film from the 1930s. It also examines how slippages between idioms
were integral to the making of both film dance and stage versions of Bharatanatyam
during this period. The chapter unpacks these slippages by pointing to the creation of new
types of dance that were specifically the products of the encounter between cinema and
stage, such as the “snake dance” (pampu natanam) and the “dance of Siva” (natanam
atinar). These new forms breathe a different aesthetic life into the idiom of
Bharatanatyam, and these new instantiations become representative of Bharatanatyam as

a whole during the mid-twentieth century.
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Chapter VII (Conclusion: The Enduring Pedagogical Afterlives of
Bharatanatyam’s “Celluloid Classicism) dwells on the pedagogical resonances that
cinematic representations of Bharatanatyam carried for middle-class audiences during
this period. Print material from the 1940s and 1950s evinces a clear connection between
the culture of “cinema dance” and pedagogy about “the classical.” Film magazines
contain large spreads that outline, for example, the meaning of hand gestures
(muttiraikal) as well as advertisements for the debut performances (arankerram) of
young, upper-class, amateur dancers; these appear side-by-side with articles about dance
in the cinema, cinema advertisements, and notes about “classical” dance. This collapsing
of pedagogy and publicity for screen and stage dance, this chapter argues, gives rise to
urban cults of celebrity. As the idea of the “dancer-actress” comes to full fruition in the
1950s—with the popularity of figures such as Kamala Lakshman, Padmini
Ramachandran, Vyjayanthimala, Jayalalitha, and others—Bharatanatyam itself comes to

permanently inhabit the space of a “celluloid classicism” in ever-expanding ways.
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CHAPTER 11
THE DEVADASI COMMUNITY AND THE CINEMATIC IMAGINATION:
POLITICS, PARTICIPATION, AND REPRESENTATION
“...God willing, if one day these prostitutes can be removed and replaced with women
from good families, our studios will no longer be compared to whore houses and the
prestige of filmmakers and their teams will be salvaged.”

—Dadasaheb Phalke (1870-1944; qtd. in Pande “Moving Beyond Themselves” 1649)
“...Of course, all that [the traditional lifestyle of women from devadasi communities] has
changed now. The films and theatres have opened up a paying career for them which,
while bettering their material prospects, have slowly undermined their old traditional
outlook and relative morality. Now, they do not hesitate to change hands or run amok
among the idle rich and gay bachelors. But there are among them devadasis who stick to
their old customs and ways of living and who still cling to one man for a number of
years, and to that small band of cultured devadasis Balasaraswati belongs.”

—@G. Venkatachalam (Dance in India 57)

This chapter is concerned with real and imagined representations of women from
the devaddsi-courtesan community in early South Indian cinema. Courtesans (devadasis)
and hereditary dance-masters (natfuvanars) have had an iconic presence in the narratives
enacted in Tamil cinema from virtually its very beginnings in South India, and yet no
critical scholarly commentary exists on these representations. This chapter is also
concerned with the participation of real performers from the devaddsi community in the
making of early cinema. Indeed, before the late 1930s, nearly all female performers in the
cinema came from this community, and certainly their presence—albeit dwindling, only
to eventually be eclipsed by others—remained central to film production in Madras until

the 1970s.
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Although recently scholars such as Davesh Soneji (Unfinished Gestures) and
Sundar Kaali (“Disciplining the Dasi’) have pointed to the significance of women from
this community as the first actresses of Tamil and Telugu cinema, in this chapter, I
restructure the life histories of individual actresses from archival and ethnographical
material. I locate the resonances and dissonances that the lives of actresses have
embodied with their cinematic roles against the backdrop of the larger historical, social,
and political implications of representations of the devaddsi community. In that sense,
this chapter—Ilike Chapter V, about natfuvanars—might well be thought of as a kind of
“prosopography” in critical historical perspective; it is a discussion of the characteristics
that are common to these social groups or communities through a cumulative study of
their lives.** The life narratives presented in this chapter (largely constituted through
archival retrieval) demonstrate the ways in which labor, morality, and aesthetics are
intertwined in the experiences of devaddsi women who joined the early Tamil cinema.

SITUATING DEVADASI PERFORMANCE PRACTICES IN THE LATE
NINETEENTH AND EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY MADRAS PRESIDENCY

Prior to the period of the so-called “dance revival” in the 1930s, which I will
discuss in Chapter IV, Bharatanatyam dance was the exclusive hereditary professional
practice of communities of courtesans referred to in colonial discourse by the Sanskrit
term devadast (“servant of god”).”> These women performed music and dance in courts,
occasionally in temples, and at private events in the homes of the social and political
elite. Scripted in colonial discourse as “temple prostitutes” or “temple dancers,” it is
known that the artistic, sexual, and social labor of these women extended far beyond the
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highly romanticized space of the Hindu temple and that their non-conjugal sexuality
differed in form and function from that of the sex workers of colonial South India (Soneji
Unfinished Gestures).

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in South India, devadasi performance
practices were located largely at three sites: courts (including the “little kingdoms” or
zamindaris, which were feudal courts set up by landowning elites); temples (most of
which were financed by courts and zamindaris); and inside the homes of urban elites
(usually upper-caste men, who during the colonial period were afforded a great amount of
civic power in Madras city by the colonial government).*® The bulk of their income came
from the funds generated by their performances of dance and music, gifts of cash and
jewels given to them by their patrons and sexual partners, and a system of land-tenure
known as inamdari (or inam) in which they would receive tax-free land from temples
(and/or the courts that managed the temples) in return for “dedicating” women from their
families to these institutions, through a ritual known as potfukkattutal (‘“tying the pottu
pendant”), which marked women as non-conjugal courtesans.

By the end of the nineteenth century, a number of prominent devadasi families
moved from towns and villages in the Tamil- and Telugu-speaking regions of the Madras
Presidency to Madras city itself, which had become a major hub in the new order of the
colonial economy. Davesh Soneji has suggested that the rise in demand for private salon
performances—known in colonial parlance as nautch—provided opportunities for

professional musicians and dancers in the city, even as these very performances came
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under moral and eventually legal scrutiny within a century or so of their very origin.
Soneji has also recently suggested that these types of performances—including those of a
similar nature taking place in courts such as those at Tanjore and Pudukkottai—may have
come into being as an emulation of (and demand for) “nautch” by courtesans in Calcutta,
who were patronized by both European officials and native elites (Unfinished Gestures
64). Although many scholars have focused on the famous family of T. Balasaraswati
(1918-1984), whose great-great-grandmother Kamakshi (1810-1890) moved from
Tanjore to Madras around 1857, there are numerous other examples of such migration to
Madras. Toward the end of this chapter, I focus on the film star Kuchalakumari (b. 1937),
whose great-great-grandmother Tanjore Bhavani (dates unknown) similarly moved from
Tanjore to Madras to pursue opportunities as a professional musician and dancer. Madras
offered new possibilities to professional women artists, including exposure to the
emerging fields of Tamil and Telugu drama, gramophone recording, and, eventually,
cinema.
REFORM AND SOCIAL RUPTURE IN DEVADASI COMMUNITIES

Beginning in approximately the middle of the nineteenth century, a movement to
dislodge hereditary professional women artists from the public sphere took the shape of
public debate and eventually legal intervention. This movement reached its apex with the
passing of the Madras Devadasis (Prevention of Dedication) Act in 1947, just months
after India attained independence from colonial rule. In Madras, much of this was

directed specifically toward the devaddsi communities of the region, which included
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Tamil, Telugu, and Kannada-speaking professional performers.*’ For almost a century,
social reformers and Indian nationalists engaged in voluble debate around the sociolegal
status and future of professional female musicians and dancers. Even as standard
scholarly representations of devadasi reform characterize it as a project that was
“completed” with the 1947 act, for individuals in these communities today, the
experience of living through and with “reform” has left many loose ends. Thus, while
devadasi dance was reworked by E. Krishna Iyer, Rukmini Arundale, and others in a
class- and caste-restrictive framework (a process discussed in detail in Chapter I1I)
beginning in the 1930s, women from devaddasi communities have also never been able to
successfully participate in the professional practice of dance in postcolonial India.®

I will not rehearse the whole history of social reform in the devaddsi community
here; this is a task that has most eloquently and recently been undertaken by Davesh
Soneji in Unfinished Gesture: Devadasis, Memory, and Modernity in South India. 1
would like to highlight some chronological signposts that are relevant for my study of the
interface between women in the devaddsi community and the early Tamil cinema. First, it
is significant that the first legal intervention against the devadasi community—namely,
the resolution put forth to the Madras Legislative Assembly on November 4, 1927, by Dr.
Muthulakshmi Reddy recommending “the Government to undertake legislation to put a
stop to the practice of dedication of young girls and young women to Hindu temples for
immoral purposes” (Unfinished Gestures 121)—generated a tremendous amount of

public debate about the legal and moral status of women from these communities. As
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Soneji has shown in his analysis of documents from Muthulakshmi Reddy’s archive, this
debate was complex and included a range of voices, including voices of protest from
devadasis themselves. These legal interventions coincide not only with the reinvention of
dance at the hands of upper-caste urban elites but also with the diverse possibilities
opened up by cinematic production in India. The powerful matrix of cultural modernity
represented by the making of a new national dance tradition and the new medial form of
cinema afforded women from devadasi communities short-lived (but sometimes
significant) professional promise, even as anti-devadasi legislation simultaneously
curtailed prospects.

Second, anti-devadasi legislation is paired with the emergence of non-Brahmin
political assertion through the Self-Respect Movement, which was engineered by the
radical political thinker and leader E.V. Ramasami Naicker (1879-1931; also known as
Periyar).” As Soneji has shown, anti-devadast legislation worked in favor of men in the
community, who often rose to great professional heights as women’s labor was rendered
increasingly invisible during the early decades of the twentieth century (Unfinished
Gestures 143-150). The entrance of men from devadasi communities into the political
world of non-Brahmin assertion in the public sphere produced a long-standing connection
between the world of cinema and Tamil politics as well as between the new political face
of the devadast community in public modernity and Tamil politics.”® This new face of the
devadasi community was a distinctly masculine and patrilineal one. As result of anti-

devadasi legislation, men reinvented themselves by creating a new caste identity, calling
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themselves icai vélalars (“cultivators of music”), an identity that linked them to the world
of cultural production, placed them in the “respectable” caste status of vélalars (the mid-
caste agricultural community), and removed the female presence (titular, social, and
cultural) that earlier was yoked to their self-representation. Together, these two residual
effects of anti-devadasi legislation—the production of a new cultural matrix and the
political assertion of men from the community—were key aspects in the making of the
Tamil cinema. On the one hand, women from devaddsi families were encouraged to
participate in the cultural labor of the cinema during its early decades. On the other hand,
men from the community became involved in a new political assertion in which cinema
played a central role. As scriptwriters for many of the earliest explicitly political Tamil
films, individuals such as C.N. Annadurai (1909-1969; Chief Minister of Tamilnadu
during the 1960s) created a permanent nexus between the political and the cinematic in
modern Tamilnadu (Baskaran The Message Bearers; Irschick Tamil Revivalism; Soneji
Unfinished Gestures).

DIGLOSSIA: TAMIL- AND TELUGU-SPEAKING COURTESAN
COMMUNITIES IN THE EARLY CINEMA

It is significant that the Madras legal interventions were aimed at both Tamil- and
Telugu-speaking courtesans, a fact that is made explicit in the language of the 1947 Act,
which lists epithets for devadasis that are largely only drawn from Telugu linguistic
contexts.’' The legislation drew upon colonial geopolitical configurations (such as that of
the “Madras Presidency”) to construct a unified sign of a pan-South-Indian devadasi

culture. Vernacular traditions—and cultures of naming in particular (such as the use of
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the Telugu term kalavantulu or the Tamil term tévaratiyal—now collided with the
strictures of the state and law, which brought all of these together under the universalized
category of devaddsi. At the same time, it is true that Tamil- and Telugu-speaking
courtesan communities have shared histories and that the flowing of repertoire,
technique, and bodies across these linguistic registers was a key feature of courtesan
performance traditions throughout South India.

Similarly, the earliest instantiations of a distinctly South Indian cinema in the
form of the first “talkies” were aimed at the linguistically diglossic (if not multilingual)
Tamil-Telugu audiences of the Madras Presidency.’” Films like the first talkie, Kalidas
(“The Poet Kalidasa,” 1931), contained dialogue in both Tamil and Telugu (and even
small portions in Hindi), and actors in the early cinema thus came from both the Tamil-
and Telugu-speaking districts of the Madras Presidency.’® With the political and cultural
push toward increased linguistic differentiation close to the time of Indian independence,
Tamil and Telugu cinema emerged as somewhat distinct entities by the 1940s, but they
certainly continued to share common aesthetic registers, production networks and
apparatuses, and even actors and audiences. Thus, women from the Telugu kalavantula
courtesan community were key players in both acting and the emergent world of
playback singing in Tamil cinema between the 1930s and 1950s.>* As with many Tamil-
speaking actress, the early kalavantula actresses often came into the cinema through the
world of popular Telugu drama.”” The most significant early actress from the kalavantula

community to perform in the Tamil cinema was Pasupuleti Kannamba (1911-1964), who
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acted in numerous Telugu and Tamil films. She eventually married the drama artist
Kadaru Nagabhushanam in 1941 and established the film production company called
Rajarajeswari Films. Most notably, Kannamba acted in the film Kannagi (“Heroine of the
Tamil Epic Cilappatikaram,” 1942) (see fig. 2-1), one of the earliest films in which the
hereditary nattuvanar Vazhuvoor Ramiah Pillai was the choreographer (and whose work
will be extensively discussed in Chapter V). Another significant figure was
Rushyendramani (1917-2002); she was originally an actress in the drama company of
Kommuri Pattabhiramaiah called Lakshmi Vilasa Nataka Sabha, and she was later in the
Rajarajeswari Nataka Mandali company run by Pasupuleti Kannamba and Kadaru
Nagabhushanam. Her first film was the Telugu Sri Krishna Tulabharam (“The Weighing
Scales of Krishna,” 1935), which was produced by Rajarao Naidu. She began acting in
Tamil films during the early 1950s. Perhaps the most popular actress who crossed the
Tamil-Telugu cinematic worlds in modern memory was Anjali Devi (1929-2014) (see
fig. 2-1), who became famous as an actress and dancer and who was known for her bold
cinematic presence. She was born into a kalavantula household in the town of
Peddapuram in the Godavari district of the Madras Presidency. Like Kannamba, she
began as a drama artist in the East Godavari region and entered the cinema as a child
actor in 1936. She went on to act in a number of significant Telugu and Tamil films. In
1949, Anjali Devi partnered with the leading male actor of this period, Akkineni

Nageswara Rao (1924-2014), to create a production company called Aswini Pictures; in
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1951, together with her musician-husband, Adi Narayana Rao, she established her own

studio, Anjali Pictures (S.V. Srinivas 82).

Fig. 2-1. (Left) The cover of the songbook for Kannagi (1942) featuring Pasupuleti
Kannamba. (Right) Anjali Devi in the pose of the god Siva-Nataraja in a still from the
Tamil film Mankaiyarkkaraci (1949). Kuntiici magazine (August 1949, p. 43). (Private

Collection of S.V. Jayababu.)

The diglossic presence of Tamil devadasis in Telugu cinema and Telugu
kalavantulu in Tamil cinema reflected a wider and older pattern of the circulation of
technique and repertoire across these communities throughout the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, as the work of Davesh Soneji (Unfinished Gestures) has shown. At
the end of this chapter, it will be demonstrated how the preeminent Tamil devadasi
family—namely that of Tanjore Bhavani—had an intergenerational involvement with the

South Indian cinema. This family adopted girls from Telugu kalavantula families and
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trained them in forms of music and dance as modes of grooming them for careers in the
cinema.

THE TROPE OF THE DEVADASI: VERNACULAR LITERATURE, TAMIL
DRAMA, AND EARLY FILM AS INTERTEXTUAL MEDIA

Representations of devadasis circulated widely during the Madras Presidency
through a dense and complex world of intertextual and intermedial forms. The recent
work of Davesh Soneji has very effectively demonstrated how the “devaddasi-as-literary
trope” has been present in South India since the seventeenth century in certain Tamil
literary genres, including the viralivitutiitu (“messenger poem of the female bard”). In
these poems, which were composed largely under courtly patronage, devadasis emerge as
socially maligned figures who dupe innocent men, ensnaring them in sexual and
economic traps. Soneji posits that that these literary texts undergird representations of
devadasis that begin to emerge in the new literary world of print in nineteenth-century
Madras (Unfinished Gestures 84-95). I would extend Soneji’s argument to include not
only late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century poems and novels but also Tamil social
dramas and eventually scripts for the early cinema. The relation between drama-as-
literature and cinema is especially important here: scripts for early cinema drew
extensively from the popular dramas that were circulating in print from the 1880s through
the late 1930s. This certainly is an area that requires further systematic research. In this
section, I would like to simply point to the fact that devaddsi labor flowed through a
range of medial spaces while at the same time these women were viewed through
discursive or narrative constructions that were often pejorative or deeply stereotyped.
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The Tamil popular theater of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
represented a kind of aesthetic bricolage that drew from multiple sources that ranged
from older forms of Tamil theater (kittu, also known as terukkiittu or kattaikkiittu) to
Victorian-inspired “Parsi” theater.’® This hybridized theater, which eventually came to be
known in Tamilnadu as icai natakam (“musical theater”) or sometimes “special
natakam,” was organized in the form of professional or semi-professional companies;
these were often called “boys’ companies,” because they were constituted largely of
young male actors. The most significant figure in the formation of this tradition was
Cankaratas Cuvamikal (1867-1932), who wrote, produced, and acted in a number of early
icai natakam performances and who was the teacher and mentor to a generation of actors,
some of whom went on to be become stars of the Tamil cinema.’” Cuvamikal was also a
musician who composed the music for his own plays. Icai natakam matured at the hands
of Pammal Campanta Mutaliyar (1873-1964), the founder of the famous Suguna Vilasa
Sabha theater company in Madras.

The themes of icai natakam plays included those that involved devadasi
characters. Often these representations in the plays drew from earlier Tamil literary
contexts (such as the viralivitutiitu, discussed previously). In a forthcoming essay, literary
historian Sascha Ebeling examines one such early drama about devadasis that moves
through the realm of popular dramatic print texts and cinema; this particular story was the

subject of a public obscenity debate, largely because of its invocation of the protagonist’s
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(“Dalliances of a Dandy”) by Caitapuram Kacivicuvanata Mutaliyar (1806-1871)—draws
on many themes that can be found in early viralivitutiitu texts. The plot is essentially
about a married man named Tampacari who falls in love with a devaddasi named
Matanacuntari and leaves his wife for her. She fleeces him, and soon he is reduced to the
status of a beggar. Matanacuntari rejects him, and he goes back to his wife, who is
waiting for him to return. Through the intervention and grace of the god Siva, Tampacari
finds the inheritance that his father had left for him and is able to pay back his debts. The
story has a “happily ever after” ending in which Tampacari finds peace in the conjugal
life. The play was produced as a film by A.C. Maruthachalam Chettiar in 1935 under the
title Dumbachary or The Ideal Wife, with the non-devadadsi actress Saraswathi Bai
playing Matanacuntari (see fig. 2-2).

A similar narrative is iterated in 1877 in another drama entitled Piratapacantira
Vildacam (“The Dalliances of Piratapacantira”).’” The drama, which contained phrases and
entire sentences in English, is aimed largely at a young male audience to warn them
against indulging in relationships with devaddsis. The English preface by Raju notes, for
example, that “This play is written to reform those young men, who, instead of learning
the good aspects of Western culture, like civility and a hygienic way of living and respect
for women, only imbibe the bad aspects of their social living like partying and expensive
habits” (2). It is clear that dramas like this—and, by extension, films like Dumbachary—

have a didactic moral orientation.
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Muthiah Research Library.) (Right) Poster for the Tamil film 7ampdcari Allatu Uttama
Manaivi, rendered in English as “Dumbachary or Ideal Wife” (1935). (Private Collection

of S.V. Jayababu.)

Representations in the cinema also attempt to excavate devaddasi figures from
mythical or literary contexts. In many of these representations, narratives hark back to a
supposed “golden age” in which devaddsis represented chastity and high morality as
opposed to devadasis in the present, who are framed in what Soneji has termed a
“narrative of degeneration” (Unfinished Gestures 6-12).* T would like to turn to one such
example, even though many such representations were common during the 1940s. I have
chosen this example because the actress playing the devadasi is T.R. Rajakumari, herself
a descendant of the famed devadasi Tanjore Bhavani (whose lineage will be discussed in
detail later in this chapter). The film, called Krishna Bhakthi (“Devotion to Krsna,” 1949)

draws its narrative from a curious mélange of sources (see fig. 2-3).
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Fig. 2-3. The cover of the songbook of Krishna Bhakthi (“Devotion to Krsna,” 1949)

with an image of the actress T.R. Rajakumari. (Private Collection of S.V. Jayababu.)

Film historian Randor Guy claims that the assistant director of the film, S.
Ramanathan, was inspired to weave the narrative around a figure inspired by the
controversial Russian Orthodox priest and political maverick Grigori Rasputin, whom he
encountered through an English translation of a French novel called The Monk (“Krishna
Bhakthi (1948)). The film is essentially about the liberation of a singer-orator who is an
ascetic through devotion to the god Krsna, and it describes his love for a chaste courtesan
named Devakumari. In the sequence I examine, the singer-orator protagonist (known as a
harikatha bhagavatar) is performing musical storytelling (harikathd or kathakalaksepam)
at a temple. He begins by singing about how chaste married women are able to attain
liberation (moksa) because of the powers of their devotion to their husbands and families.
He is then prodded by his disciple to talk about the moral and soteriological status of
devadasis, who are not family women. The bhdgavatar proceeds to narrate the story of a

mythical devadasi named Cenkamalam (“red lotus”) who, unlike many devadasis, was
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honorable.*' The entire sequence unfolds as a lesson in morality for Devakumari, who
listens to the bhdgavatar’s oratory from a distance:
Devotee: Revered teacher, your servant has a question.

Teacher [named K. R. Ramasami, played by P.U. Chinnappa]: Ask, please ask.
It’s my duty to clear the doubts of devotees like you.

Devotee: The sermon about chastity makes sense with regards to family women
(kulastrikal). But, do those women from the clan of the devadasis (taci kulam)
who make a living as “women of pleasure” (vilaimatarkal), do they have any
chance to attain salvation?

Teacher: Oh Krishna! Krishna! Why did you utter that word “vilaimatarkal”? Oh
Lord! Why does that word have to fall upon my ears?

[singing]

Don’t ever say that word, my dear disciple. It’s a great sin. When we are born, is
there ever caste difference (kula pétam)? Speaking ill about women is just evil.
Hari! Hari! These words abhorrent to my ears.

[talking]

Listen, dear disciple. People seem to have forgotten who the real devadasis are!
Women who perform service to god are devadasis. They themselves seem to have
forgotten their birth right. To whom are they servants (¢aci)? Certainly not to men
(nara manitan). They were called devaddsis because they performed service to
gods. But because lust-filled men manipulated them, the great devadasis, who
should have been venerated by everyone, were reduced by society to what you
call them today, “women of pleasure” (vilaimatarkal). Unfortunate, so very
unfortunate! Don’t ever put that ill-fated word in my ears.

[singing]

A woman born as a devadasi should be like Cenkamalam, who did not sell her
body, did not desire wealth, and did not desire sex. And since she only served
god, she received salvation (motcam). Only such a person is a true devadadst.

Disciple: My Lord, who is this Cenkamalam? It would be instructive if you told
us about her.

Teacher: Dear devotees, in the age known as Dvapara, in the holy city of
Srirangam, there lived a devadasi named Cenkamalam. She had great faith in the
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power of her devotion. She was the auspicious one (maharaci), unequaled in the
arts of dance and music. That was the devaddasi named Cenkamalam.

Beauty! Beauty! What a beauty she was! Even the local king lusted for her.
Cenkamalam’s mother also tried to force her to give in to his lustful desires. But
did Cenkamalam give in? No, never! She said, “I will never be a slave to any
king. I will be a slave only to Lord Krsna.”

[singing]

Even though she was possessed of such beauty and so talented, she said she
would only be a slave to Lord Krsna! She rejected the lustful ways of the ordinary
“women of pleasure” but was duped by a holy man.

The holy man raped her. He told the king that if Cenkamalam was in love with
him, she should marry him. The king was shocked and declared: “Oh pure and
chaste Cenkamalam, become the spiritual disciple of Paramatattan Vipracinai
Pakavatar. Become his apprentice and serve him well.” Cenkamalam did just that
and attained salvation!

[The camera then shifts to the corner where a devaddasi named Devakumari and
her mother are standing]

Devakumari’s mother [to Devakumari who has been silently listening to the

sermon]: What’s wrong with you? You’re so still. Won’t the king be waiting for

you?

Devakumari (played T.R. Rajakumari): Wait mother... What wise, true words.

Teacher: Hence, a devadasr is not one who marries the man she thinks about and

falls in love with. She is one who sees god through art. She does not desire

married life even if it is with a great king. A true devadadsi is one who performs

devotional service to god (pakavata cévai) for her entire life.

Devakumari: True! True!

The above discussion is continued in a recent essay by Sundar Kaali
(“Disciplining the Dasi”) in which he discusses the film Chintamani/Bilwamangal (1937)
in great detail (see fig. 2-4). The representation of the courtesan character here reifies the

same images of devadasis encountered in the print texts of early popular Tamil drama.

56



The film Chintamani/Bilwamangal is also a modern act of hagiographic retrieval and
representation. It is the story of the thirteenth-century saint Lilasuka Bilvamangala

(author of a famous Sanskrit devotional text called Krsnakarnamrtam), read through the

dancing courtesan, very much along the lines of late nineteenth-century devadasis. Such
anachronistic readings of courtesans in South India’s cultural history are found in many
early Tamil films. Consider the example of Kannagi (1942), which was mentioned earlier
in this chapter. This film represents the sixth-century Tamil epic Cilappatikaram’s
courtesan character Matavi as if she were a nineteenth-century devaddasi. What I wish to
highlight here is how the figure of the nineteenth-century devadadsi is ubiquitously present

in the early cinema, “standing in” for courtesans from far-removed historical contexts.

CHINTAMANI

BILWAMANGAL

evadatta Films Caleu
AYAL TAUKIE DISTRIBUTORS

Fig. 2-4. Chintamani or Bilwamangal (1937) is the story of Lilasuka Bilvamangala, the
author of the Sanskrit work Krsnakarnamrtam, who is infatuated by the courtesan

Cintamani. (Courtesy Davesh Soneji.)
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The final example that I would like to present is a film that is actually titled
Devadasi (1948), which took three years to produce and starred the actress Leela, about
whom not much is known (see fig. 2-5). Although both archival and contemporary
sources talk about Leela as “hailing from a family of artists” or “from a family of
entertainers,” it is almost certain that she came from a devadasi family. Although no print
of the film presently exists, in an article for The Hindu newspaper in 2013, film historian
Randor Guy summarizes the plot of this film as follows:

Devadasi narrated the story of an economically weak girl begging on the streets
and picked up by a smart devadasi woman...She changes the girl’s name to
Devakunjari...and trains her in Bharathanatyam and other dance forms. Many
wealthy people fall for the charms of the dancer, but the greedy foster mother
looks for the big fish — such as the king himself, who falls in love with her.
However, the dancer falls in love with his friend, which complicates
matters...Soon the king takes to spirituality and so does [Devakunjari’s] lover,
who marries [her]...However, both are unable to forget the dancer, and wage a
battle of minds. Their spiritual guru tries to change their minds but not with much
success. Finally, the dancer, by now deeply religious, surrenders herself to the
Lord, and vanishes from their midst. (“Devadasi (1948)”)*

Fig. 2-5. The film Devadasi (1948), directed by Manik Lal Tandon. (Private Collection of

S.V. Jayababu.)
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Guy claims that this narrative is inspired by the 1890 French novel Thais by
Anatole France, which is about the fourth-century Roman-Egyptian female saint Thais,
who is often described as a “repentant courtesan” figure in Catholic hagiography. He also
states that this novel was the basis of a Bengali novel that inspired the Hindi film
Chitralekha, which was first made in 1941 then remade by the same filmmaker in 1964.
He believes that Devadasi, written by B.S. Ramaiah, is based partly on the 1941 version
of Chitralekha. 1t is clear from Guy’s description that, on the one hand, this film also
draws on the old trope of the courtesan-as-temptress. However, it also addresses devadasi
sexuality by sublimating it into the realm of devotion and the grace of god, as was the
case with Krishna Bhakthi. This representation thus also connects itself to the “golden
age” narratives about devadasis, who, in the ancient past, were considered “pure” and
who led pious, devotional lives only to become morally degenerate in the modern age.
This “golden age” was key to both the anti-nautch movement as well as the cultural
nationalism of the “dance revival” in the 1930s. I will return to this “golden age”
representation of Bharatanatyam’s past in the following chapter, but here, it is sufficient
to note that the only extant early film to carry the title Devadasi produces this kind of
representation. It is also significant that the bold title of the film seems to have made the
producers and distributors nervous, since the word devadasi had become such a taboo and

potentially volatile one in Madras in the 1940s, following the anti-nautch movement.
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AXES OF INVISIBILITY: ARCHIVAL SILENCE AND WOMEN ACTRESSES
FROM DEVADASI COMMUNITIES

Much of this chapter involves a retrieval of devadasi women’s professional life
narratives from archival materials. Oscillating archival absences and presences of
devadasis in the textual archive produce a kind of historical messiness; in many ways,
they elude desirable, definitive outcomes. For example, rarely if ever do sources mention
terms like devadasi. They gloss over such sites of public discomfort by invoking
somewhat slippery language such as “traditional artist” or, in Tamil, phrases like icai
kutumpattil vantavankal (“descended from a music family”). At the same time, notes
about certain devaddsi artists abound in the archival sources. For example, the actress
T.R. Rajakumari, who is discussed later in detail, appears in literally hundreds of sources
that comment on her beauty; she occupies the upper rungs of what Neepa Majumdar has
termed the “hierarchy of female stardom” in early Indian cinema (97). Alternatively,
archival sources only offer traces of women who eluded the category of “star” and who
remained on the fringe and yet were recognizable to mass audiences, often because of
their marginality. A case in point is P.S. Gnanambal (dates unknown), who acted in a
handful of early Tamil films including Dhruva Charithram (“The Story of the Devotee
Dhruva,”1935). All that is known about her is that she acted in drama companies and was
“from a traditional music background”; it is from this last statement that it can be inferred
that she was from the devadasi community. A single portrait of her from 1936 exists (see

fig. 2-6), and it shows that she has received medals for her performance skills that are
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pinned to her sari; it was a common practice for devadasi performers to display such

medals in this manner.

Fig. 2-6. Portrait of P.S. Gnanambal (1936), Atal Patal (Antu Malar, 1936, p. 36).

(Courtesy Roja Muthiah Research Library.)

In other cases, women from the devadasi community slip into conjugality,
“passing,” as Soneji puts it (Unfinished Gestures 157), as non-devadasi women. The
professional and personal complexities of such reconstitutions are perhaps most evident
in the famous example of M.S. Subbulakshmi (1916-2004), which will be discussed in
greater detail in Chapter IV. A more directly pertinent example is that of Rukmani (1929-
2007; also known as Baby Rukmani or Kumari Rukmani) (see fig. 2-7). Like
Subbulakshmi, Rukmani was born to a mother who was an active performer of music and
dance in early twentieth-century Madras, Nungambakkam Janaki (dates unknown;
originally from Thanjavur). Janaki also acted in a single film, the third-ever Tamil talkie,

Harishchandra (“The King Hari$candra,” 1932), in which Rukmani also made her debut
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as a child artist. Rukmani went on act in a number of popular films, including Sri Valli
(“The Goddess Valli,” 1945), in which she performed a dance piece in the tillana genre,
which was choreographed by Vazhuvoor Ramaiah Pillai. While working on the film
Lavangi (“The Courtesan Lavangi,” 1946), she married the film’s chief actor, director,
and producer, Y.V. Rao (1903-1973), who divorced his first wife Rajam to be with
Rukmani. The couple’s daughter is the actress Lakshmi (b. 1952 as R. Venkatalakshmi),
who was popular during the 1970s and 1980s. Lakshmi’s daughter Aishwarya (b. 1971)
is currently active in the world of Tamil, Telugu, and Malayalam films. Even though
Rukmani’s film career spanned more than a hundred films in Tamil, Telugu, and Hindi,
much of her stardom came from her association with Y.V. Rao and later as a producer of
two Hindi films. Rukmani, of course, was a “star” in terms of the appeal she appears to
have had with mass audiences, but her star status—and her presence in the archive—

depended, to some degree, on what Majumdar calls “displacements” of identity (98).*

Fig. 2-7. “Baby Rukmani” in a still from the film Bhagya Leela (1938). Atal Patal (Antu

Malar, 1938, p. 62). (Courtesy Roja Muthiah Research Library.)
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For the most part, the “stars” of Tamil cinema who were from the devadasi
community—including the women I discuss below—have long-standing and narrativized
presence in the archive. However, I would like to point here to the some of the dangers of
what Anjali Arondekar calls the “seductions of recovery and access” (“A Small History”
18). The fact of the matter is that, even in the lives of women such as T.R. Rajakumari,
whose professional lives are annotated in the archives, gaps and fissures abound in
attempting to claim representation of the complexities of such lives. Therefore, in the
sections that follow, I am not making claims to archival truth, insularity, or epistemic
totality. At the same time, archival fragments present imaginative potential for rethinking
the place of devadasi women in the public life of Madras during the early decades of the
twentieth century.

POLYMORPHOUS PERFORMANCE: MUSIC, DANCE, AND CINEMA IN THE
LIFE OF S.D. SUBBULAKSHMI

The movement of women from devaddsi communities into the emergent world of
cinema was a complex process that involves the reconsidering of received ideas about the
centers and peripheries of cultural production in Madras during the 1930s and 1940s. It is
certainly true that women from devadasi communities remained somewhat on the
peripheries of all of the cultural worlds they inhabited during the first half of the
twentieth century, be it music, dance, gramophone recording, drama, or cinema. At the
same time, it is also true that, in some exceptional cases, women from devaddsi
communities were able to actively participate in the making and management of the early
cinema, even as they continued to weave themselves in and out of the peripheries of other
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cultural forms. This type of movement through multiple medial and aesthetic forms—
what I call a kind of “polymorphous” engagement with performance in the new public
sphere—is perhaps best exemplified through the virtually forgotten figure of S.D.
Subbulakshmi (1917-1987; not to be confused with the famous singer, M.S.
Subbulakshmi) (see fig. 2-8). Subbulakshmi’s life illustrates how devaddsis who were
engaged with the emergent world of modern Tamil drama could easily slip into the
cinema and achieve a degree of fame in this context. Subbulakshmi is also unique in that
she became a second wife to South India’s most important film director in this period,
Krishnaswami Subrahmanyam (1904-1971), who continued to live (and produce
children) with both his Brahmin wife and his devaddasi wife, much in the manner of the
earlier forms of institutionalized concubinage that defined the social organization of
devaddsi communities in Tamil- and Telugu-speaking South India. Moreover,
Subbulakshmi’s life is also intimately linked to both live and radio performances of
devotional music (in the genre known as harikatha or kathakalaksepam), which she
became famous for in Madras city well into the 1950s and 1960s. In the section that
follows, I reconstitute a life narrative of S.D. Subbulakshmi from the archive (based
primarily on a document composed in 1952) in an attempt to map the complexities of
devadasi women’s polymorphous performance careers and their imbrication in multiple

medial and aesthetic forms during the first half of the twentieth century.**
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Fig. 2-8. (Left) Portrait of S.D. Subbulakshmi in Atal Patal magazine (Antu Malar, 1936,
p. 51). (Courtesy Roja Muthiah Research Library.) (Right) S.D. Subbulakshmi on the
cover of Atal Patal magazine (Antu Malar, 1938). (Courtesy Roja Muthiah Research

Library.)

S.D. Subbulakshmi (also known by her initials SDS) was born in the town of
Srivaikuntam (in today’s Thoothukudi district) on December 5, 1917. Her father,
Doraiswamy Pillai, was an actor in a popular Tamil theater (icai natakam) company
called the Dantimukhananda Hall Boy’s Company. Her mother was Janaki Ammal, a
professional dancer within the devaddsi community. Her maternal grandmother,
Muttulakshmi Ammal, was among the earliest women to perform a type of devotional
musical form called harikatha or kathakalaksepam.” Subbulakshmi’s father joined the
Dantimukhananda Company when she was just two years old, so she was largely raised
by her mother.

When she was five, Subbulakshmi enrolled in public school. When she was eight,

her mother made arrangements for her to be trained in dance and music. Her dance
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teacher was a natfuvanar named S. Swaminatha Pillai, who was also her mother’s
teacher. The archive speaks about her early passion for performance through a number of
anecdotes about her early life. Take, for example, the following, which relates to her
childhood interest in the theater:

As she was being trained in dance, the famous Kannaiya [Drama] Company was

touring Tirunelveli and the nearby villages. Everyone was talking about how

wonderful this theatre company was. So Subbulakshmi and her mother traveled

[from Srivaikuntam] to Tirunelveli to watch the play. Subbulakshmi was amazed

with the quality of acting in this company. She was determined to act in these

kinds of plays. Even without her mother’s knowledge, as an 8-year old, she boldly
went up to Kannaiya [the company’s director] himself, begging him to let her join
his company. Kannaiya saw her bright eager face and asked why she wanted to
act. He told her his company did not accept female actors but said he had always
wanted a daughter, and she should give up the desire to act and become his
adopted daughter instead. Subbulakshmi refused and with great sadness returned
home because all she wanted to do was to act on stage. (Anonymous, “Es. Ti.

Cuppulaksmi” 66)

Around the age of eight or nine, Subbulakshmi acted in her first role in a play
staged by the Dantimukhananda Hall Boy’s Company, the same company for which her
father worked. For reasons unknown, six months after her first performance as a child
actor, she and her father stopped working for this company, and her entire family
relocated from Srivaikuntam to the city of Madurai. In the city, she was contracted to
perform in what were known as “special natakams,” in which each actor was hired
individually—or “specially”—for each performance, as opposed to the company-based
icai natakam in which drama companies were commissioned by patrons to enact plays

(Seizer 26-28). It was in the context of acting in these “special natakams” that

Subbulakshmi became very famous in Madurai. When she was twelve, she was honored
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in a public ceremony in Madurai in which she was awarded a medal for her acting skills.
When she was sixteen, she went to Ceylon (Sri Lanka) to act, and she also performed
concerts of kathakalaksepam there. By this time, she had already acted alongside the
greatest male drama artists of Tamil-speaking South India, including S.V. Subbiah
Bhagavathar and M.K. Thyagaraja Bhagavathar, as well as the actress K.P. Sundarambal.
Subbulakshmi’s engagements with music, too, ran deep. Her father knew how to
play the harmonium, and she learned the basics of this instrument and vocal music for
natakam performances from him. At the age of thirteen, she began giving performances
of kathakalaksepam in Ramanathapuram, having learned this didactic storytelling
musical form from her grandmother. The archive also notes that “in 1932, just before she
acted in [her first film] Pavalakkodi, she performed kathdkalaksepam for the marriage
[reception] of [the eminent actor] M.K. Thyagaraja Bhagavathar in Trichy” (Anonymous,
“Kulantaikalé Periyavarkalaka Akirarkal” 51). Music was a kind of constant presence in
Subbulakshmi’s life. Even long after her cinematic acting career came to a close in the
1950s, she continued to give performances of kathakalaksepam in Madras (see fig. 2-9),

well into her forties and fifties.
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Fig. 2-9. S.D. Subbulakshmi performs harikatha (also known as kathakalaksepam) in

Madras in the late 1950s. (Private Collection of S.V. Jayababu.)

Until she was seventeen, Subbulakshmi continued to act in the popular Tamil
theater (icai natakam). She was often paired with the actor M.K. Thyagaraja Bhagavathar
(1910-1959), who would eventually become a superstar of the early Tamil cinema. Their
most popular production was a Tamil play entitled Pavalakkoti (“The Coral Queen”),
about the love between Arjuna, the hero of the epic Mahdabharata, and a princess from a
coral island. They toured this play all over the southern part of the Madras Presidency. In
1934, when they were performing it in the town of Karaikkudi, the businessman-turned-
producer S.M. Lakshmana Chettiar and his friend, the former lawyer K. Subrahmanyam
who had just formed the studio called Meenakshi Cinetone, were in the audience. They
immediately decided to transform the play into a film, and they offered M.K. Thyagaraja
Bhagavathar and S.D. Subbulakshmi the lead roles. The film version of the play,

Pavalakodi (1934), was shot entirely in Madras, and it was a huge box office success.*®
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Subbulakshmi was contracted to act in two other Tamil films, both shot in Calcutta and
both directed by K. Subrahmanyam: Naveena Sarangadhara (“The New Sarangadhara,”
1936) and Usha Kalyanam (“The Wedding of Usa,” 1936). During this period, a romantic
relationship developed between Subbulakshmi and K. Subrahmanyam, who was already
married to a woman named Meenakshi, to whom he been had married in a traditional
Brahmin child marriage when she was nine years old.*’ The relationship between
Subbulakshmi and Subrahmanyam became so intense that, just before the completion of
the filming of Usha Kalyanam, on September 13, 1935, they had a registry wedding in
Calcutta. Subbulakshmi thus became Subrahmanyam’s “second wife” (in a mode that
resonated with earlier relations of concubinage between Brahmin men and devadadsis)
(see fig. 2-10). That same day, they also formed a new production company called the

Madras United Arts Cooperation.

Fig. 2-10. Director K. Subrahmanyam on the set of the film Seva Sadanam (“House of
Service,” 1938), which was the debut film for the actress-singer M.S. Subbulakshmi (far

left). Also seen here are his eldest daughter Lalitha (center, from his first wife) and his
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second wife S.D. Subbulakshmi (far right). Kuntiici magazine (December 1952, p. 67).

(Courtesy Roja Muthiah Research Library.)

Over the next decade, the Madras United Arts Cooperation produced a number of
films, some of which starred Subbulakshmi (see fig. 2-11). The films that featured her
included Bhakta Kuchela (“The Devotee Kucela,” 1936), Balayogini (“The Girl Yogi,”
1937), Mr. Ammanji (1937; a comedy featuring a song in “playback” by Subbulakshmi),
Seva Sadanam (“The House of Service,” 1938; the debut film for the actress-singer M.S.
Subbulakshmi), Thyagabhoomi (“The Land of Sacrifice,” 1939), Anantha Sayanam (“The
Lord Who Reclines on the Serpent,” 1942), and Mana Samrakshanam (“The Protection
of One’s Reputation,” 1945). This last film marked the end of the professional

collaboration between Subrahmanyam and Subbulakshmi.
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Fig. 2-11. Posters for the Madras United Arts Cooperation films Balayogini (1937) and
Seva Sadanam (1938) in Atal Patal (Antu Malar, 1936, p. 8, and 1938, p. 12). (Courtesy

Roja Muthiah Research Library.)
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During the early 1940s, with the encouragement of Subrahmanyam,
Subbulakshmi formed a dance group called Natana Kala Seva (“Service to the Art of
Dance”) and toured extensively throughout Tamilnadu. By this time, as will be discussed
in Chapter III, reinvented Bharatanatyam had already made its mark in Madras due to the
activities of Rukmini Arundale and the International Academy of Arts (later renamed
Kalakshetra). One of the key markers of the reinvented form was the new idiom of the
“dance-drama,” which will also be discussed in greater detail in Chapter III. One of the
first productions of Natana Kala Seva was the dance-drama titled Parijatapaharanam,
which was based on the narrative of the god Krsna stealing the celestial parijata tree to
please his wife Satyabhama (see fig. 2-12). In this production, Subbulakshmi played the
male role of Krsna, as she had done in some of her hit films, including Bhakta Kuchela

(“The Devotee Kucela,” 1936).
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Fig. 2-12. An image from the 1942 dance-drama Parijatapaharanam produced by the
dance troupe “Natana Kala Seva” featuring Subbulakshmi as the god Krsna (second from
left). (Kannan, B., and Gayatri Kannan. Nrithyodaya Jubilee Commemoration Volume.

Nrithyodaya, 2004, p. 22.)

In 1942, K. Subrahmanyam founded a dance school called Nrithyodaya (“The
Dawn of Dance”) in which students would be taught dance for free; this was separate
from Natana Kala Seva. The archive tells us that Subbulakshmi “ran this dance school for
2 years,” a fact that is not mentioned in other accounts of the school’s early years (e.g.,
Kannan and Kannan Nrithyodaya Jubilee). K. Subrahmanyam’s involvement with the
nationalist politics of dance runs deep, as will be shown in Chapter IV. Among other
things, in 1945, he began work on an epic film about dance titled Narttana Murali (“The
Dancing Flute”), which is eventually shelved. Subrahmanyam’s daughter through his first
wife, the dancer Padma Subrahmanyam, is the current director of Nrithyodaya, which has

grown into a large transnational dance institution.
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The archive remains somewhat silent about the details of Subbulakshmi’s life
after the early 1940s. In 1943, she gave birth to a son named Ramachandran (also known
as Ramji), and she did not again act in films until 1950, when she appeared in a film titled
Panam (“Money,” 1950), her first film not directed by her husband. She later played
small supporting roles in the films Andaman Kaithi (“The Prisoner on the Andaman
Islands,” 1952) and Manamagal (“The Bride,” 1951), by which time a new generation of
upper-caste female artists had begun to populate the world of Tamil cinema. In the mid-
1950s, she returns to where her career began: the Tamil drama.

Subbulakshmi died in 1987, and she left behind rich and varied contributions to
cultural production in modern South India. A professional musician, theater artist, dancer,
dance teacher, and cinema actress, Subbulakshmi should have been incorporated into
mainstream nationalist-oriented histories of the arts in twentieth-century India. The
question of her invisibility, despite her marriage to one of India’s most renown upper-
caste filmmakers, takes us to the question of stigma and the lives of women from
devaddsi communities, which persists into the present for many women in the community
(Soneji Unfinished Gestures 97). One archival source, for example, ends by dwelling on
her exceptional moral standing despite her background:

When one sees Subbulakshmi, one does not see the usual traits attributed to an

ordinary woman from the film world, but instead one sees the sophisticated

attributes of a woman from a good family. Isn’t she preserving her integrity,

dignity and self-respect very well? (Anonymous “Kulantaikalé Periyavarkalaka
Akirarkal” 51)
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Here, the “woman from the film world” is pitted against the “woman from a good
family” (uyar kutumpa str7), and it is clear that the reference to the cinema is a kind of
euphemistic way of invoking the devaddsi community. A similar kind of discomfort and
silence exists around her, even within her own family. For example, her stepdaughter
Padma Subrahmanyam had the following to say about her:

If there was one field where caste difference was not observed, it was in the world

of dance and music. If anybody tells you otherwise, do not believe them. I have

grown up in that atmosphere and so, for me, caste is no barrier. In fact, S.D.

Subbulakshmi is my stepmother, and we will always acknowledge this no matter

what.... My mother and she were best friends and were like sisters. They both died

within sixteen hours of each other. I lost both my mothers within sixteen hours in

1987. Two wives dying at the same time is unheard of. My mother would always

praise S.D. Subbulakshmi. Both of them adored each other.... More importantly

than introducing devadasis into films, my father also made a bald old Brahmin
widow act in the film Seva Sadanam. That was how revolutionary he was.

In Subrahmanyam’s discourse, Subbulakshmi’s devaddasi background is glossed
over in favor of a kind of “normalized” reading of her identity and her relationship with
her father. However, this “normalization” is also clearly uncomfortable for
Subrahmanyam, a fact that is seen in the final sentence, in which the question of devadast
participation in the cinema is trumped by a statement about how representing Brahmin
widows on screen was much more of a radical social achievement for her father.

Taken together, these aporetic perspectives about Subbulakshmi speak to the
complexities of representing devadast women’s professional lives in the post-reform
period. Relatively speaking, Subbulakshmi’s career represents the “successful” end of the
spectrum when it comes to thinking about the post-reform lives of individuals from the

community. Yet, as has been demonstrated toward the end of this section, the relative
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professional success is met with silence, awkwardness, and prickliness when it pushes
against questions of devadasi identity.

GRAMOPHONE, CINEMA, AND STAGE: THE FAMILY OF
THIRUVIDAIMARUDUR BHAVANI

The intermedial performance lives of women from devadasi families at the turn of
the twentieth century and indeed the complexity of such artistic flows can be mapped
through the cross-generational life narratives of the women themselves. In the section
that follows, I present two additional case studies, both of which surround matriarchs
with the same name: Bhavani. The first and less complex familial matrix is that of
Thiruvidaimarudur Bhavani; the second highly dense genealogy is that of Tanjore
Bhavani. In both cases, women whose families were involved in traditional courtly,
salon, and temple-based performance practices now shifted their participation into the
emergent economies of new media, including the popular Tamil drama, gramophone
recording, and cinema. [ was fortunate to meet and interview the last women artists in
both of these familial lineages. In the descriptions that follow, I attempt to bring some
historical detail to bear on the forms of artistic production in which these women
participated.

I begin with the figure of Thiruvidaimarudur Bhavani (1876-1932), who is at the
top of a devadasi family tree that extends over several generations of multimedial artists.
Bhavani was born in the town of Thiruvidaimarudur, about 50 kilometers from Thanjavur
(Tanjore). This town was famous for the small palace built by the Maratha ruler Amar
Singh (r. 1793-1798; also known as Amarasimha), which hosted performances by
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courtesan troupes, and also for the old Mahalingasvami temple dedicated to the god Siva,
where courtesan troupes were contracted to perform for festival events. Bhavani was born
into a devadasi family. Although not much is known about her early life, it is known that
she studied vocal music from a Brahmin musician named Thiruvisainallur
Narayanasvami Ayyar (Sundaram, Marapu Tanta Manikkankal 197). At some point in
her life, she seems to have moved to the Kanchipuram/Madras area; this can be discerned
from the way she is acknowledged in her early gramophone recordings, as “Miss
Bhavani—Conjeevaram [Kanchipuram] (Thiruvadamaradur).” During the first couple of
years of the twentieth century, Bhavani cut recordings for HMV’s 10-inch “e” suffix
series and its 12-inch “f” suffix series (Kinnear 214-215, 227-228). Her recordings
include Telugu and Sanskrit devotional songs in the kirtana genre as well as padams
(courtesan songs), mainly in Tamil.*®

Bhavani had a sister named Rukmini who was a professional dancer. Almost
nothing is known about her other than the fact that a painting based on a photograph of
her was made to adorn the walls of a pavilion in the Siva temple in the village of
Konerirajapuram in 1923 for the temple’s major reconsecration ceremony
(kumbhabhisekam). This image is made to look as if Rukmini’s dance troupe (mélam) is
giving gifts to a gathering of colonial officers (see fig. 2-13). It is likely that the image of
Rukmini upon which this painting was based (which can no longer be traced) was simply
a portrait and that the additional figures (e.g., the colonial officers) were added into the

image by the painter.” Bhavani and Rukmini had a cousin, their aunt’s daughter
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Krishnamma, who was a dancer (Sundaram, Marapu Tanta Manikkankal 197). Not much
is known about Krishnamma except that her daughter was a dancer named Nilampal, who
trained with a dance-master named Thiruvidaimarudur Cuppayya Nattuvanar and who

was regularly contracted to dance in the Mahalingasvami temple.

Fig. 2-13. A painting based on a photograph of Thiruvidaimarudur Rukmini on the wall
of a pavilion (mandapa) of the Siva temple at Konerirajapuram. The painting was

completed in August 1923. (Courtesy Davesh Soneji.)

Nilampal’s eldest daughter was Rajalakshmi, who was born on November 30,
1916 (see fig. 2-14). Rajalakshmi began her dance training at the age of seven with
Thiruvidaimarudur Cuppayya Nattuvanar, like her mother. Unlike most women in the
devadasi community, her debut performance (arankerram) took place at the rather late
age of thirty. However, even before her debut as a professional dancer, Rajalakshmi was
approached by production agencies to act in films. Her first role was a very minor one as

the goddess Kali in the film Kalamegam (“The Poet Kalamegham,” 1940), which was
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produced by Sri Dhandayuthapani Films and Salem Mohini Pictures and directed by the

American director Ellis Dungan.

Fig. 2-14. Thiruvidaimarudur N. Rajalakshmi performs abhinaya in conversation with

Hari Krishnan, Coimbatore, India, December 2006. (Photograph by Hari Krishnan.)

She acted in a few Tamil films in the 1940s, including Satimurali (“The Chaste
Woman,” 1940), Tilottamma (“The Celestial Courtesan Tilottama,” 1940), and Karaikkal
Ammaiyar (“The Tamil Saiva Poet Karaikkal Ammaiyar,” 1943). There were two films in
which she played significantly large roles: Chokhamelar (1942), which was based on the
life of the fourteenth-century Marathi saint Cokhamela, and the courtly drama Divan
Bahudur (“The Honorable Minister,” 1943). By the end of the 1940s, it was clear to
Rajalakshmi that she could not make a successful career for herself in the cinema.
Disenchanted by the competitive world of cinema, she attempted to resume a career as a
professional dancer in the Thanjavur region. Between 1943 and 1968, she gave

performances, although such opportunities were increasingly limited for women from the
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devadasi community. Her performances largely took place in smaller towns and cities
such as Thanjavur, Trichy, and Kumbhakonam. She most often performed as a soloist,
but she sometimes danced with a partner who was also from the devaddsi community,
Tirubhuvanam Jayalakshmi (Sundaram Marapu Tanta Manikkankal 198). During this
period, she also attempted to teach dance through the aegis of a cultural organization
called the Neyveli Kaveri Sangam, but this too turned out to be a fairly peripheral and
economically unviable enterprise for her. During the 1980s, she was invited to teach
dance to the daughter of a temple trustee in the city of Coimbatore, and she decided to
settle there permanently with her son and a daughter. Rajalakshmi represented one of the
last devadasis of her generation who was involved in both cinema and the proscenium
stage. Her story represents an important illustration of how intergenerational participation
in multiple genres and medial forms comprised a key element of the cultural genealogies
of many devaddsi tfamilies in modern South India.
TANJORE BHAVANI’S DESCENDANTS AND THE TAMIL CINEMA

The deep and long-standing effects that the cinema had on the lives of women
from devaddasi communities can perhaps be best illustrated by the second family that has
had multigenerational, multimedial relationships with the arts, including the cinema. This
is the family represented by the matriarch Tanjore Bhavani (dates unknown) (see fig. 2-
15), who moved to Madras from Tanjore with her nattuvanar-teacher, Capapati (1836-
1894), the son of Civanantam (1808-1863) of the famous “Tanjore Quartet,” a family of

court nattuvanars of Tanjore during the reign of King Serfoji II (1777-1832). According
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to historian B.M. Sundaram, because of her move to Madras (also known as Chennai or
Chennapattanam), Bhavani was known to locals in Tanjore as Pattanattammal (“lady
from Chennapattanam”), and her house in Tanjore was known as pattanattammal vitu
(“house of the lady from Chennapattanam”) (Marapu Tanta Manikkankal 78-79). Despite
the fact that she was living in Madras, Bhavani maintained close relations with Tanjore,
and her daughter Kuchalambal and adopted granddaughter Sarasvati continued to dance
at the Tanjore court through to the reign of Tanjore’s last nominal ruler, Queen Kamakshi

Amba Bai Saheb (d. 1892) and at the public festivals of Tanjore’s Brhadi$vara temple.

Bhavani
(dancer trained in Tanjore, migrated to Madras)

Kuchalambal (Tanjore court dancer)

l7[sixteen adopted children]
v l

Sarasvati S.P.L. Dhanalakshmi Ranganayaki
(Tanjore court dancer) (actress) l
[adopted daughters]
Hamsa Damayanti T.R. Rajakumari
(actress) V (actress)
Jayamalini
Jyothilakshmi
Kuchalakumari (actresses)
(actress)
Jyothi Meena
(actress)

Fig. 2-15. Descendants of Tanjore Bhavani. Women who performed in the cinema are

indicated in bold.
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T.R. Rajakumari

Rajakumari (born Thanjavur Ranganayaki Rajayi) was born on May 5, 1922, in
Thanjavur to Ranganayaki, one of the five daughters of Kuchalambal. She attended the
Veeraraghava Secondary School in Thanjavur. For some reason, young Rajayi quit
school during her third year of high school. Her youngest aunt, S.P.L. Dhanalakshmi
(dates unknown), learned music from a male Brahmin musician named Umayalpuram
Kalyanarama Ayyar and began giving full-fledged music concerts at the age of 13. She
diversified and went on to performing kathakalaksepam. In 1935, Dhanalakshmi had the
opportunity to act in the film Parvati Parinayam (“The Wedding of Parvati”), which was
produced by National Movietone. Through the support of her celebrity aunt
Dhanalakshmi, young Rajayi moved to Madras permanently in 1938. She would later act
with her aunt in a mythological film entitled Prabhavathi (“Effulgent Lady,” 1942) (see
fig. 2-16). Dhanalakshmi arranged for Rajayi to break into the film world, and her first
film was Kumara Kulottungan (“Prince Kulottunka,” 1939), which was produced by
Deccan Cinetone and in which she played the heroine opposite the actor C.D.
Kannabiran. Rajakumari was also trained in music by Kunnakkudi Venkatarama Ayyar
(dates unknown), a Brahmin musician who composed music for many early Tamil films
from the late 1930s to the mid 1950s.”® This unsuccessful film was followed by two
others, by which time Rajayi had been renamed “Rajakumari.” She played the heroine in

both of these films: Mandiravati (“The Magician,” 1941) and Suryaputri (“Daughter of
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the Sun,” 1940, in which she acted alongside leading stars K.R. Selvam, M.S. Sundaribai,

and Kottamangalam Subbu).
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Fig. 2-16. Advertisement for the film Prabhavathi (1942), which featured both S.P.L.

Dhanalakshmi and her niece T.R. Rajakumari. (Private Collection of S.V. Jayababu.)

Rajakumari’s real rise to stardom has been attributed to her interface with director
K. Subrahmanyam (Guy, Starlight, Starbright 255), even though she had already worked
with the American director Ellis Dungan, who directed her earlier film Suryaputri. K.
Subrahmanyam cast Rajakumari in his film Kacha Devayani (“Kaca and Devayani,”
1941), which was inspired by the success of a Telugu film of the same name made in
Telugu in 1938 by B.V. Ramanandam.’' Randor Guy claims that “even though Kacha
Devayani was her third film...it was released first. It was for this reason that K.
Subramaniam claimed that it was he who first discovered Rajakumari” (Starlight,

Starbright 255). Although this claim is difficult to verify because most film magazines
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claim her earlier films were in fact released on time, it is nevertheless clear that Kacha
Devayani became a major hit and earned much acclaim. Following the success of Kacha
Devayani, Rajakumari was booked by Modern Theatres to act as heroine two films: Sati
Sukanya (“The Chaste Woman Sukanya”) and Manonmani (“Jewel of the Mind”), both
of which were made in 1942.

Another huge turning point came the following year, when S.M. Sriramulu Naidu
of Pakshiraja Films and Central Studios booked Rajakumari to star in Sivakavi (“The
Poet Sivakavi,” 1943), pairing her with the rising musician and film star M.K. Thyagaraja
Bhagavathar (1910-1959; also known as MKT). The film featured one of the early songs
in Tamil cinema in praise of dance, Kavalayai Tirppatu Nattivakalaiyé (“The Art of
Dance Removes All Sorrows”), which will be unpacked in greater detail in Chapter VI.”
This film was also a major hit, and the pairing of Rajakumari with MKT was understood
to be at the core of its commercial success. The following year, the two were paired again
in Sunder Rao Nadkarni’s Haridas (“The Poet Haridas,” 1944). In this film, Rajakumari
plays the role of a devadasi courtesan who attempts to seduce and dupe the pious hero;
this is similar to the early literary and dramatic print texts that were discussed earlier in
this chapter. Among the most well-annotated scenes in the film is the song
Manmatalilaiyin Venrar Unto (“Who Can Match You in the Sports of the God of
Love?”), in which Rajakumari dances to a very intimate erotic lyric that mirrors padams
or javalis from the traditional courtesan dance repertoire. The song also features a

sequence in which Rajakumari blows MKT a kiss along with other acts of intimacy that
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were considered somewhat scandalous at the time.> It is significant that Rajakumari did
not learn dance until she entered the cinema, and it appears that Sivakavi is the first film
in which she performs dance. The sequences here (and in her subsequent film Haridas)
were choreographed by the dance-master (nattuvanar) Vazhuvoor Ramiah Pillai (1910-
1991) (see fig. 2-17). As Randor Guy notes, the film Sivakavi “created history, with its
record 114-week run in one theater [Sun Theatre] in Madras, a record for regional
language film which remains unequalled even after half a century” (Starlight, Starbright

256).

Fig. 2-17. Vazhuvoor Ramiah Pillai choreographing on Rajakumari on the set of Sivakavi
(1943). (From Balakrishnan, Suresh. Bagavather: His Life and Times. Sumithra

Balakrishnan, 2010.)

Rajakumari’s next big success came four years later in a major production of
Gemini Studios, Chandralekha (1948) (see fig. 2-18), which took five years to complete

and which was made in both Tamil and Hindi.* A major element of the commercial
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success of Chandralekha had to do with its fantasy dance sequences. One of the most
memorable sequences features Rajakumari performing a kind of “Oriental dance” atop
giant drums that line the length of the set. This piece was choreographed by a man named
Jaya Sankar (about whom very little is known), and it cost 500,000 rupees to shoot
(Dhananjayan 74). The Hindi version allowed Rajakumari to showcase her Hindi

language skills: she sang her own songs and also spoke her own dialogue.
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Fig. 2-18. The cover of Pecum Patam (Cittirai Malar, 1948) featuring Rajakumari in the

Tamil version of Chandralekha (1948). (Private Collection of S.V. Jayababu.)

After Chandralekha, Rajakumari acted in a number of films: Krishna Bhakthi
(“Devotion to Krsna,” 1948), Pavalakkodi (“Red Coral,” 1949), Idaya Geetham (“Song
from the Heart,” 1950), Vijayakumari (“Woman Victor,” 1950), Vanasundari (“Forest
Beauty,”1951), Amarakavi (“The Immortal Poet,” 1952), En Veedu (“My Home,” 1953),
and Pudhumai Pithan (“The New Madman,” 1957). In the mid-1950s, Rajakumari

entered a professional partnership with her brother, T.R. Ramachandran (better known as

85



»>% The company

T.R. Ramanna), to form a production company called “R.R. Pictures.
produced a number of significant films in which Rajakumari herself acted, including
Gulebakavali (“The Flower of Bakavali,” 1955, in which she was paired with the
emerging superstar M.G. Ramachandran) and Paasam (“Noose,” 1962). In 1963,
Rajakumari had a minor role in her final film, Vanambadi (“Nightingale,” 1963); the
archive is silent on the rest of her life.

Almost nothing is known about Rajakumari’s private life, and this is perhaps one
of the largest archival gaps in the social history of women film actresses in South India.
However, it is certain that, like her mother, she did not get married; she lived with her
mother in a house she built in Madras during the early 1950s.>® Around the same time,
she also built a movie theater called Rajakumari Theatre, which provided a substantial
income for both her and her mother.

At the same time, the cultic stardom that Rajakumari had achieved by the 1950s
can be seen in a number of adoring features about her that were printed during the late
1940s and the early 1950s. The following is an excerpt from such a feature entitled “A
Life Portrait of T.R. Rajakumari,” which was written by Sampath Kumar for Pécum
Patam magazine in 1951:

She is blessed with an attractive figure, great height and beautiful speech.

Rajakumari and her mother believe in traditional customs and practices.

Rajakumari is very religious. She has built a little temple in her bungalow. She is

also a reserved person, keeping her conversation with others limited. To maintain

her strength and figure, she regularly does physical exercises. She adores her
family. She also has pet dogs, which she loves. She is fearless. She bravely has
acted holding live snakes in her hands in her films like Sukanya [Sati Sukanya,

1943]. She is also an avid reader and is well versed in written and spoken Hindi.
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She lives in style and has employed gurkhas (guards or watchmen from Nepal) at
her bungalow. (57)

Rajakumari, like Rajalakshmi (who was discussed previously), was an important
performer who straddled the worlds of cinema, vocal music, and dance. Her versatility
and eventual “star status” bears the imprint of the near-final presence of women from
devadasi families in the cinema.

T. Kuchalakumari

T. Kuchalakumari (b. 1937) is the granddaughter of Sarasvati, another one of
Kuchalambal’s adopted children. Like her mother Kuchalambal, Sarasvati was trained as
a court dancer for the Tanjore palace, where she served as an official concubine to the
royal house. These concubines had the Marathi honorific title hai (“respected lady”)
attached to their name. They lived in seclusion from the public or purdah, a practice
known locally as kosa (the term used by Kuchalambal’s descendants). Not much is
known about Sarasvati’s life except that she had a “sword marriage” (katti kalyanam) to
one of the Maratha nobles of the Tanjore palace and became one of his concubines after
he saw her performing at a festival at the Punnainallir Mariyamman temple in Tanjore.’

Sarasvati’s daughter was named Hamsa Damayanti, and she was also trained in
dance in Tanjore. Hamsa Damayanti moved to Madras five months after giving birth to
her daughter Kuchalakumari to seek out opportunities in the emergent cinema industry
after the success of her adoptive aunt, S.P.L. Dhanalakshmi. Hamsa Damayanti’s most
popular role was in the mythological film Bhookailas (Piikailas allatu Mantotari
Parinayam) (“Heaven on Earth, or the Wedding of Mandodari,” 1938). She played the
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female lead as the character Mandodari, the wife of the demon Ravana from the epic
narrative Ramayana. Hamsa Damayanti played the lead role in Manimekalai (“The Tamil
Epic Manimékalai,” 1940), and she also acted in a number of other films, including
Parvathi Kalyanam (“The Wedding of Parvati,” 1942), Gangavathar (“Descent of the
River Ganga,” 1942), and Vikata Yogi (“The Crooked Yogi,” 1946). A single image
exists of her in pre-cinema days as a performer of devaddasi dance, and this is reproduced

below (see fig. 2-19).

Fig. 2-19. A very rare image of Hamsa Damayanti, mother of Kuchalakumari, dressed to
perform traditional devaddsi dance in Madras. Citra magazine (date unknown). (Private

Collection of S.V. Jayababu.)

Hamsa Damayanti had two children: a girl named Kuchalakumari and a boy
named Kamalasekhar. Kuchalakumari represents the final phase of possibilities of serious
involvement in the cinema on the part of women from devadasi communities. Unlike her

mother and aunt (S.P.L. Dhanalakshmi), she enters the cinema in the late 1940s and early
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1950s, a time when upper-caste women have already gained a strong foothold in Tamil
cinema. In other words, Kuchalakumari never “made it” as a star in the manner of her
aunt, T.R. Rajakumari, who is hailed by many as “South India’s Dream Girl” (Guy,
Starlight, Starbright 15); she also did not successfully integrate herself into the
mechanics of film production like S.D. Subbulakshmi or her own aunt, S.P.L.
Dhanalakshmi, who married the producer S.M. Letchumanan Chettiar (popularly known
as Lena Chettiar, founder of the production company Krishna Pictures). Kuchalakumari’s
interface with the cinema was thus clearly more peripheral. She starred mainly in
supporting roles and often in scenes involving dance. Another major difference between
her and the previous generation of devadasi performers is that all of her training in dance
came from post-“reinvention” Madras. In other words, her encounters with dance were
not conditioned by training from within the devaddsi community through her mother or
grandmother, for example. Rather, she came up in the new urban pedagogy of
Bharatanatyam, which was aimed specifically at middle-class, upper-caste, non-devaddasi
female performers. She was trained in dance by Vazhuvoor Ramiah Pillai (who is
discussed in greater detail in Chapters IV and V), a natfuvanar who had reinvented the

aesthetics of Bharatanatyam performance in a radical manner.

&9



Fig. 2-20. Hari Krishnan in conversation with Kuchalakumari, Chennai, India, December

17,2012. (Courtesy Davesh Soneji.)

In December 2012, I was fortunate to engage in detailed conversations with
Kuchalakumari about her early life, film career, and her thoughts on the relationship
between Bharatanatyam as it is performed on stage and in the cinema (see fig. 2-20). This
day-long set of conversations took place in Tamil in Kuchalakumari’s home in Chennai. [
have chosen to present her narrative largely in her own words here rather than search for
it in archival sources. Kuchalakumari’s bold and very honest assertions about her family
and professional life represent rare articulations of subjectivity from within this
generation of the devadasi community. I begin with some of her thoughts on her ancestry
and the devadasi community in general:

We are all born and raised in Tanjore [Thanjavur]. I was named after our family

deity, the goddess Kucalampal, and this was also the name of my great-

grandmother.”® Two of her daughters were trained as professional dancers, and
she ensured that they danced at the Brhadi§vara temple in Tanjore. Her other
daughters were vocalists and kathdkalaksepam artists, and her sons were

musicians, drummers, and players of the vina [a stringed instrument]. Once, when
my grandmother Sarasvati was performing at the Punnainalltir Mariyamman
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temple, a Maratha nobleman saw her and fell in love with her and at that point
kept her in the palace under kosa. Even if she would come to visit us at the family
home, she would come on a palanquin in seclusion (kosa). She also never danced
after she married this nobleman. My mother did not live in the palace, but she
would visit. Our house in Tanjore was large, with lots of relatives living together
in a “joint family” structure. Some of my grandmother’s siblings were
professionals. One of her brothers was a sub-registrar [the chief official of one of
Tanjore district’s subdivisions], and another taught music to people like M.K.
Thyagaraja Bhagavathar, and he was also a [district] collector. We owned houses
in Tanjore district.... [By the time I was born], one of our family homes in
Tanjore was given to the bank, another house near the Brhadi$vara temple was
sold off, and hence there was only house left. Then many of my relatives died,
and most of the male family members got married and settled down.

I was born in 1937 in Tanjore. | remember my grandmother well. My mother
relocated to Chennai because of her involvement with cinema. When she came to
Madras, a producer saw her and offered her opportunities to act. I was a child
when I came to Madras with my mother, and my grandmother had died by then.
My mother’s aunt was S.P.L. Dhanalakshmi, who was a great singer and was also
involved in films. My mother and my aunt learned Karnatak vocal music in
Madras from Kunrakkudi Vaidyanatha Iyer (1935-2008), and their music
arankerram (debut performance) was held in Vadapalani (a suburb of Madras).
They gave music concerts together, and I was inspired by their music and would
dance to it as a very young child. They also both began their film careers at
Pragathi Studios in Madras near Greenways Road.”

Kuchalakumari also deliberates with great attention on the idea of dance in the
cinema and dance on the stages of Madras in the middle of the twentieth century.
Kuchalakumari trained in Bharatanatyam with Vazhuvoor Ramaiah Pillai, and she often
gave stage performances. She speaks with great enthusiasm about her training:

My mother’s cousin was T. R. Rajakumari, and so she was my aunt. Rajakumari
was not a formally trained dancer. She worked with a young Vazhuvoor Ramaiah
Pillai, who was just coming up as a dance choreographer in the film industry. [In
the family], only I trained properly/formally as a classical Bharatanatyam dancer.
My cousins were Jyothilakshmi and Jayamalini, who were the adopted daughters
of S.P.L. Dhanalakshmi, and it was only after I began dancing that they began
training in dance. My interest in dance began at a very young age. I used to play
[gramophone] records and improvise some kind of dance. At that time, my
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audiences were our house cook and servants! I would invite them to watch me
dance. Along with film dance, I also performed extensively on stage too.... I often
danced a full suite of Bharatanatyam—alarippu, jatisvaram, sabdam, varnam,
natanam atindr [the dance to the dancing god Siva-Nataraja], tilland, and the
snake dance (natar mutimél irukkum)—all items that my dance-master Vazhuvoor
Ramaiah Pillai taught me. I began learning from Ramaiah Pillai when I was six
years old. He would come to my house every day to teach me. I also learned from
one Chellappa [Chokkalingam?] Nattuvanar of Pandanallur. They were good
friends. Later I trained with [Ramaiah Pillai’s student] M.S. Ramaswami Pillai of
Mayavaram.

She is also conscious of the similarities and differences between her own
performances on stage in Madras and her representations of Bharatanatyam in the
cinema. With great care, Kuchalakumari articulates the rigor and professionalism with
which she would approach stage performances of Bharatanatyam:

There is a difference between between Bharatanatyam on stage and in the cinema.
On stage, one has to be very careful because it’s live. If you make any mistakes,
the audience will know it. All your movements have to [be] perfect, and only then
can the audience appreciate your dancing. On stage, the applause and admiration
of the audience are very encouraging for the artist. This has always been a great
source of encouragement for me. No matter how many films I have done, I’ve
always enjoyed stage performances more, and I’ve danced live within Tamil
Nadu, Andhra, and Karnataka. I’ve even performed [Bharatanatyam] at village
shows, large public halls (sabhas), charity shows, government-sponsored shows,
and marriage shows (kalyanakkaccérikal). We would always take our “music
party” [orchestra] with us. Our shows were billed as “Kuchalakumari and Party.”
We also brought other dancers with us, because if there was only a solo dancer,
we felt the audience would get bored. So, for example, in a stage performance of
[the long repertory piece called] varnam, I would dance first, and then two other
girls would dance for a while, and then I’d come back on stage again. During a
three-hour stage performance, we would dance about fourteen pieces! Ramaiah
Pillai would always perform nattuvankam for us. His assistants Ramaswami, P.S.
Gopalakrishnan, K. J. Sarasa, and Radhakrishnan were the ones directing our
rehearsals, giving us corrections. They would also give private classes. The
actress Sukumari [cousin of the actress Padmini Ramachandran] used to dance in
my troupe. We used to do dance ballets [“dance-dramas” in the new idiom made
popular by Rukmini Arundale], too. After 1972, I used to do shows in which my
dancing was accompanied by nagasvaram [a double-reed, oboe-like temple
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instrument] music. I was the first one to do this! I was actually inspired by the
film Thillana Mohanambal [1968, about the love between a devadast and a
nagasvaram musician] to do this.

By contrast, Kuchalakumari’s thoughts on dancing in films evince an awareness
of the complexities of camera technique, choreography, and space. Indeed, she was
among the only dancers with whom I conducted ethnographic work to comment on these
themes:

In films, it’s as if we are dancing for the camera. That is, the dance is specifically
tailor made for closeups and long shots, so the visual focus is not on the whole
body but rather on isolated parts of the face, feet, and torso. There are many takes
for each sequence, and this can get really grueling! Although many of the dance
movements could be the same whether it’s on stage or in the films, we have to
remember that there is a larger narrative in the films in which the dance is nested.
So, for example, in addition to the choreography of the body, there [is] also
sometimes a subtle interface that that dancer makes with other members of the
cast while she is dancing. This interaction between the dancer and others adds
another layer of complexity to dancing in films.

Kuchalakumari narrates her own life history almost exclusively with reference to
dance. It becomes clear that her engagements with film dance are significant signposts
not only in her career but also in terms of her own aesthetic enjoyment of dance:

A producer named Somasundaram from Jupiter Pictures saw me and invited me to
act [and] dance in the films when I was six years old. He said there was a film that
he felt I could play a small role. This was a role as the daughter of P.U.
Chinnappa and Kannambal. The tile of this film was Mahamaya (“Great
[lusion”) made in 1943. This was my first film.... The first film in which I
performed a dance was Krishna Bhakthi (“Devotion to Krsna,” 1948), with
Ramaiya Pillai’s choreography. At that time, he was the dance master in several
films for Krishna Pictures, the production company of S.M. Lakshmanan Chettiar.
K.N. Dandayudhapani Pillai came onto [the] scene a little later. In the film
Manamagal (“The Bride,”1951), there is a famous song, Nalla Penmani (“She is
a Jewel Among Women”) that I am very proud of.° The choreography is by K.N.
Dandayudhapani Pillai. N.S. Krishnan [the director and producer of the film]
loved my dancing and was eager to have me dance in the film. The lyrics of that
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song are packed with so many good moral messages about how a married woman
should act and how she should behave. Even today, this song is played at many
weddings.... This continues to be my favorite cinema dance sequence! Jayalalitha
[1948-2016, the late famous actress and Chief Minister of Tamilnadu] used to tell
me that it was because of this song that she fell in love with dance and was
inspired to learn Bharatanatyam! I also loved performing the romantic padam-like
song, Alayin Canké Ni Utayé (“Sound the Conch Shell of Humanity”) in the
movie Ratha Kanneer (“Tears of Blood,” 1954).

One of my hit dance songs is the dance competition sequence from Konjum
Salangai (“A Little Jingle of the Dancing Bells,” 1962) with Kamala Lakshman.
My character’s name was Kamavalli. This was such a lavish, expensive song
sequence which took months to film. It was in full technicolor, and there were so
many lights on the film set. Sometimes the light bulbs would break because of the
high intensity and we would have to reshoot the scene again. The combination of
the severe hot lights and makeup actually damaged my skin! Kamala was my
senior, and I admired her a lot.... We both learned dance from Vazhuvoor
Ramaiah Pillai.... I have worked with so many film dance masters: Ramaiah
Pillai, K.N. Dandayudhapani Pillai, Vempati Pedda Satyam, Vempati Chinna
Satyam, Sohan Lal, and Hira Lal.

Kuchalakumari, who never got married (like her aunt Rajakumari and so many
women from the devaddsi community who entered the cinema), also evinces a deep
understanding of the devaddst aspect of her own identity and unabashedly reminisces
with a great sense of pride about this:

I feel the films have not represented my devadast heritage (paramparai) well at
all. I feel sad about that. You must understand that, for us dancers, the devadast
paramparai means “those who are slaves of god” (¢évaratiyal). The art we
perform is divine. We tie the pottu. I personally have not had it tied, but my
mother and aunts have all tied the potfu at the Brhadi$vara temple [in Thanjavur].
They were all considered ever-auspicious (nityasumangali). The pottu pendant
was first tied to a dagger (katti) and then tied upon them. This katti kalyanam
ritual consecrated them as part of the devadasi paramparai. The government
unfortunately brought a law that prohibited this, and we lost our respect then....
The initial we all take before our given names is “T,” which means Thanjavur,
and this is used by all the ladies in our families [married women take their
husband’s first initial, but this is not the case in devaddsi communities]. Educated
people would know the difference between us and others. Only ignorant,
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uncultured people would say bad things about our communities. This is so wrong,
you know! How dare they speak ill of us without the right knowledge and
understanding of who are! Wrong is wrong! There are all kinds of devadasis from
Tamilnadu to Andhra to Karnataka. There were also such women in the north.
After the legislation, women from my generation used to get married off to men
from our own community. But women still faced stigma. I remember [the actress
and niece of nattuvanar K.N. Dandayudhapani Pillai] Sripriya’s mother, Girija,
who is also from our community, used to scold people who spoke ill of our
community. She would say, “How dare they criticize us?” ...I am a very
audacious person. I did not get married intentionally because I solely focused on
my profession. My work ethic means everything to me. I used to work so hard! So
much stage dance and film work. Lots of sweat!

S.P.L. Dhanalakshmi and Her Adoptive Daughters Jayamalini and Jyothilakshmi

Fig. 2-21. (Left) Jyothilakshmi and (7ight) Jayamalini in “item dances” from Telugu films

from the 1970s. (Private Collection of S.V. Jayababu.)

In an attempt to map some of the complexities of the realities of devaddsi women
in the cinema, I conclude this chapter with the generation of women in this family who
immediately followed Kuchalakumari. While Kuchalakumari left the cinema world by

the mid-1960s, the women I discuss here—T. Jyothilakshmi (1948-2016) and T.

95



Jayamalini (b. 1958)—made their way into the cinema in the 1970s and 1980s, a time
when hardly any women from the devadasi community were visibly involved in the
cinema. Perhaps as a result of the repopulation of cinema by upper-caste women,
Jyothilakshmi and Jayamalini made their careers not as lead actresses like the women in
their family who were their predecessors; rather, they worked on the fringes of the South
Indian cinema and were largely typecast as what are known as “item dancers” in today’s
Bollywood jargon (see fig. 2-21). They represent, as one writer put it in a recent obituary
of Jyothilakshmi, the “subalterns of the [South Indian] film world” (Chakravarthy 97).
Both Jyothilakshmi and Jayamalini were adopted by S.P.L. Dhanalakshmi, who was
herself one of the sixteen adopted children of Tanjore Kuchalambal. Dhanalakshmi
herself married the wealthy film producer S.M. Letchumanan Chettiar and stopped acting
in the cinema by the 1950s. It is unclear exactly how or when Jyothilakshmi and
Jayamalini were adopted by Dhanalakshmi; all that is known is that they were born in the
Telugu-speaking regions around Madras in a small locale known as Sullurpeta, near the
town of Nellore. Through interventions made by Dhanalakshmi, Rajakumari, and
apparently also Kuchalakumari, both Jyothilakshmi and Jayamalini were trained in
Bharatanatyam, first under Vazhuvoor Ramaiah Pillai and then under one of his students,

S.K. Kameswaran (1929-2007) (see fig. 2-22).%!
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Fig. 2-22. Jayamalini with nattuvanar S.K. Kameswaran (1929-2007) following one of
her Bharatanatyam performances in Madras (c. 1975). (Private Collection of S.V.

Jayababu.)

Fig. 2-23. Jyothilakshmi and Jayamalini perform on the set of a Telugu film in the 1970s.

(Private Collection of S.V. Jayababu.)

Very occasionally, but significantly, the kinds of dances performed by actresses
like Jyothilakshmi and Jayamalini—known variously as “record dance” or “cabaret

dance”—were brought into dialogue with the choreographic syntax and visual cultures of
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Bharatanatyam. For example, in fig. 2-23, which is from an unidentified Telugu film,
Jyothilakshmi and Jayamalini are dressed in abstractions of the “reinvented”
Bharatanatyam costume, and they are posing holding the gesture known as alapadma
(“lotus™).

Traces of Bharatanatyam thus come to occupy even the landscape of the highly
sexualized and distinctly “male” spectatorial spaces of these film sequences. From the
standpoint of most elites who practice “classical” Bharatanatyam on the stages of
Chennai and beyond, these dances—and, by extension, performers like Jyothilakshmi and
Jayamalini—stand in for the “degeneration” of Bharatanatyam through the cinema; they
are understood as a kind of blemish on a “sacred” tradition. These notions, which were
scripted in tandem with the moral registers of the dance “revival,” extend these registers
into the realm of cinema. They also serve to reify caste-based hierarchies that once
again—as in the time of the reinvention of the 1930s—push devadasi performers to the

farthest edges of cultural production and cultural labor in the contemporary world.
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CHAPTER III
THE OCULAR POLITICS OF MAKING MODERN BHARATANATYAM

“I had to try to make something new—mnot with the idea of making it look new, but with
the idea of making it look old [emphasis added].”®*

—Rukmini Arundale (1904-1986; “My Experiments With Dance” 62)

In this chapter, I argue for the recognition of the parallel and symbiotic evolution

of the culture of South Indian cinema and the “reinvented” urban versions of
Bharatanatyam dance that began to circulate among the middle class during the late
1930s. The chapter charts the participation of the major actors of the reinvention—figures
like E. Krishna Iyer (1897-1968) and Rukmini Arundale (1904-1986)—in the world of
Tamil cinema, arguing that cinema was just as much at the nexus of debates on morality,
the body, religion, and nationalism as was Bharatanatyam itself. The chapter also
includes the first-ever analysis of the extant traces of the first film in India about dance,
Jalaja (1938), in which the devadasi artist Kumbhakonam Bhanumathi played the lead
character. The chapter ends with reflections on how dance in the cinema allows us to map
shifting notions of the morality of Bharatanatyam dance itself and how a focus on the
cross-pollination of dance in the cinema and stage versions of Bharatanatyam radically
transforms standard discourses that surrounded dance during this period. I contend that
the production and consumption of these cultural forms involved common actors and
were directed toward common audiences. Just as dance moved into the realm of

respectability due to its disassociation with the devaddasi-courtesan community and its
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attendant social and moral world, so also during the late 1930s did the initial cinephobia
that characterized elite disavowals of the medium begin to disappear as the cinema
became repopulated by “respectable” individuals. As M.S.S. Pandian put it, the Tamil
elite “realised, within years of the arrival of the talkie that [the] cinephobic mode of
engagement with the cinema was inadequate” (“Tamil Cultural Elites and Cinema” 952);
thus, by the 1930s, there occurred a metamorphosis of cinema into a “respectable”
medium that was appropriated by the middle class.

By attempting to inject a cinematic historical consciousness into the critical study
of the reinvention of Bharatanatyam, I take seriously Gilles Deleuze’s insistence that
cinema be viewed not as a language but as “signaletic material (matiere signalétique)”
(29). From a Deleuzian standpoint, cinema’s affective and political power rests in this
matrix, which includes features that are “sensory (visual and sound), kinetic, intensive,
affective, rhythmic, tonal and even verbal” (29). For the purposes of this dissertation, the
“signaletic material” of Bharatanatyam’s stage and cinematic versions are inextricably
intertwined. In this chapter, I unpack the ways in which visual, sonic, social, and
discursive practices mark a way of “knowing” a new Bharatanatyam during the 1930s
and 1940s. Indeed, as will be demonstrated toward the end of this chapter, the shared
histories of the urban “reinvented” Bharatanatyam and the early Tamil cinema point to

the social and affective powers of interocularity in the nation’s new cultural imagination.
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E. KRISHNA IYER AND THE TAMIL CINEMA

Before discussing the work of Rukmini Arundale, I begin with the earlier history
of another figure, the smarta Brahmin lawyer and music and theater enthusiast E. Krishna
Iyer, who had already made significant interventions in staging devadasi dance in Madras
for urban elites. E. Krishna Iyer was born on August 9, 1897, into a Tamil Brahmin
family in the village of Brahmadesam in today’s Tirunelveli district. He received his
bachelor of arts degree from Madras Christian College in 1918 and then went to
Trivandrum to study law in 1921; he practiced as a lawyer at the Madras High Court until
1943. Krishna Iyer was an active member of the Indian National Congress in the 1930s,
and, in 1932, he was involved with Gandhi’s Salt Satyagraha. During the 1930s he also
joined a theatrical company called Suguna Vilasa Sabha (founded by Pammal Campanta
Mutaliyar, who was discussed in Chapter I); in preparation for the dance sequences in his
plays, he learned the basics of Bharatanatyam from a devadasi performer named
Madhurantakam Jagadambal (1873-1943). He was also very active in the Music
Academy scene, even serving as secretary for a number of years. It was he who sent a
personal invitation to Rukmini Arundale to attend the recital by the devadasis
Rajalakshmi and Jeevaratnam in 1933. When Muthulakshmi Reddy introduced her
Abolition Bill in the Legislative Assembly in 1927, Krishna Iyer was one of those who
opposed her, arguing that the art of dance must be preserved by devadasis until it can
fully be transferred to women from “respectable” families. It is important to note that

Krishna Iyer did not empathize with women from devadasi communities as some modern
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historians claim. Rather, he sees them as troves of cultural “stuff” that must be mined by
“better persons,” as is evident in this letter he wrote in a newspaper in response to
Muthulakshmi Reddy:

... The anti-nautch people who have tried to kill the Art, have a heavy
responsibility on them to make sufficient arrangements to resuscitate the Art and
to put it on a proper basis.... For my part, it is no question of Art at the expense of
morality, or even positive encouragement of the present day nautch girls as a class
and never a justification for the perpetuation of the Devadasi class as such. The
Heavens would not fall and morality would in no way be jeopardised if one or
two cases of very good Art is reluctantly tolerated in exceptional instances—
without the associated vice—as a matter of temporary evil necessary, pending the
coming up of better persons [emphasis added]. And exceptions are recognised by
the Doctor as well. (“A Reply to Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddy”)

Indeed, as is seen in his response to Reddy, Krishna Iyer makes clear the doubled
and intertwined discourses of respectability of the cinema and the art of the devadasis:
With regard to the Cinema: A certain respectable film company desirous of
producing at least one Tamil talkie of a high standard is on the look out for
cultured and respectable actors and actresses and has requested me to help in their
search. The company is willing to provide the necessary facilities and safeguards
to make the players feel at home without any violence to their sentiments of a
higher nature. I have mooted the matter to some respectable high-placed ladies.
As yet, no one has come forward. Will the enthusiastic Doctor and her friends
move in the matter and help in a desirable reform to rescue art from unworthy
hands? (“A Reply to Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddy”)
Krishna Iyer championed the dual causes of the repopulation of the fields of both
dance and cinema by non-devadasi women. He understood devadasis to be reservoirs of a
knowledge system that could and should be grafted onto the bodies of “respectable,” non-

devadasi women. In 1948, he wrote an article entitled “Renaissance of Indian Dance and

Its Architects” in which he reflects on the reinvention of Bharatanatyam and its
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repopulation by “respectable” women. He unabashedly takes credit for engineering this
process:

With all these, Bharata Natya was still in the hands of exponents of the old

professional class, with all its possible and lurking dangers as pointed out by

social reformers. The efforts of the present writer were turned towards steadily
taking it out of their hands and introducing it among cultured, family women of

respectable classes. (Krishna Iyer, “Renaissance of Indian Dance” 24)

Krishna Iyer himself performed dance in at least one film, acted in a couple of
others, and was a “scouting agent” for others. In 1939, the popular magazine Minnoli
carried a short biography of Krishna Iyer (see fig. 3-1). The two accompanying
photographs in this article are from the 1939 film Cairantiri, in which E. Krishna Iyer
himself acted in both the role of Arjuna, one of the male heroes of the Hindu epic
Mahabharata, and the role of Brhannala, who was Arjuna in the guise of an “effeminate”
dance teacher. Despite assumptions that the famous Brhannala photograph—which has
been reprinted literally hundreds of times in publications about Bharatanatyam—was
taken during one of Krishna Iyer’s stage performances, it is in fact a “cinematic” photo.
In the poster for Cairantiri (see fig. 3-2), there is also mention of E. Krishna Iyer
performing a tillana, which is one of the abstract rhythmic genres of the Bharatanatyam
court repertoire. Again, the juxtaposition of the Mahabharata narrative of Arjuna-
Brhannala with the courtly ti//lana dance augments the scripting of a new religious

genealogy for Bharatanatyam. Once again, it is the medium of cinema that enables the

articulation and circulation of this genealogy.
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Fig. 3-1. “Sri I. Kirusnayyar,” an article about Krishna Iyer in the film magazine Minnoli
(1939). These famous photos of him—which have been published several times
throughout the twentieth century—are actually stills from the film Cairantiri
(Kicakavatam), in which he played the roles of Arjuna and Brhannala. (Courtesy Roja

Muthiah Research Library.)

Fig. 3-2. An advertisement for the screening of the film Cairantiri or Kicakavatam
(1939) with a tillana dance by E. Krishna Iyer foregrounded as a special feature.

(Courtesy Roja Muthiah Research Library.)
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RUKMINI ARUNDALE, THEOSOPHICAL OCCULTISM, AND “THE SPIRIT”
OF BHARATANATYAM'S PAST

The reinvention of Bharatanatyam in the 1930s at the hands of elites in Madras
city is a now a thoroughly grounded and well-established signpost of critical histories of
the dance. In addition, the central role that Rukmini Arundale plays in this process has
been the subject of much critical scholarly work. Dance scholars and ethnomusicologists
such Avanthi Meduri (“Nation, Woman, Representation”), Matthew Allen (“Rewriting
the Script”), and Janet O’Shea (4t Home in the World) as well as anthropologists and
social historians such as Amrit Srinivasan (“Temple ‘Prostitution” and Community
Reform™) and Davesh Soneji (Unfinished Gestures) have contributed to the modern
understanding of this very significant period in the dance’s history. I do not wish to
repeat this history here, but I will briefly recount the life and work of Rukmini Devi
Arundale (1904-1986) to contextualize some of my own arguments about this period.

Rukmini Devi Arundale was born in Madurai to Tamil smarta Brahmin parents,
Neelakanta Sastri and Seshammal. Upon his retirement as an engineer with the Madras
Public Works Department, Neelakantha Sastri bought a home in Adyar, a suburb of
Madras city, where the Theosophical Society had founded its international headquarters
in 1883 under the guidance of the Russian spiritualist Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831-
1891) and the American Henry Steel Olcott (1832-1907). It is important to remember that
“religion” emerges in a uniquely hybrid phenomenon under the powerful sign of
Theosophy, which is itself a form of Orientalist occultism that synthesized elements of
Christian gnostic mysticism and Neo-Platonism and that included secret languages, levels
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of initiation, and elements of upper-caste philosophical (Vedantic) Hinduism and (Indo-
Tibetan and Sinhalese) Buddhism.®* Urban Tamil- and Telugu-speaking Brahmins in
Madras (e.g., Rukmini Arundale’s father Neelakanta Sastri) were drawn to the unique
blend of old and new “spirituality” that Theosophy signified as well as its clearly visible
role as a hub for an emerging internationalism and cosmopolitanism in Madras. At the
age of sixteen, young Rukmini was married to George Sydney Arundale (1878-1945), the
third President of the Theosophical Society. In 1928, at the age of 24, Rukmini was
appointed to the messianic role of “World Mother” by Annie Besant (1847-1933), the
heir to the Society, and thus had the honorific title of “Devi” (“goddess”) permanently
bestowed upon her. In their capacity as figureheads of the Theosophical Society, Rukmini
and George Arundale travelled around the world. It was in this capacity that Rukmini was
exposed to the emergent, fashionable, Euro-American “Oriental dance” and also to
Russian Ballet through the figure of prima ballerina Anna Pavlova (1881-1931), who
befriended the couple. Rukmini Arundale herself took lessons in ballet from Mme. Cleo
Nordi (1899-1983), who danced with Pavlova and who also later performed experiments
with “Oriental dance.” Nordi also choreographed a Theosophical Society—produced play
called “The Light of Asia” in 1934; this was based on Edwin Arnold’s book of the same
name and was about the life of Gautama Buddha.

In 1933, Rukmini was invited by E. Krishna Iyer to witness a dance performance
by two women from the devaddsi community that was sponsored by the Madras Music

Academy, an elite institution founded in conjunction with the Indian National Congress.
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The two dancers whom Arundale saw perform there were Thiruvalapputtur Rajalakshmi
(1900-1969) and Jeevaratnam (1905-1933), who were daughters of the very famous
dancer Thiruvalapputtur Kalyani (1873-1958) and disciples of Pandanallur
Meenakshisundaram Pillai (1869-1954), a descendant of the famous “Tanjore Quartet”
dance-masters of the nineteenth century (see fig. 3-3). For over a year after that
performance, Rukmini looked for dance-masters to teach her; eventually, she settled on
Meenakshisundaram Pillai himself, who after nearly a year of convincing accepted her as
his student. After six months of training, in 1935, Rukmini decided that she would give
her first public performance for the Diamond Jubilee Celebrations of the Theosophical
Society.®” Her teacher was not convinced of her readiness to perform on stage and so
refused to conduct the performance, sending his son-in-law to oversee it instead. This
performance was controversial, because prior to that time no Brahmin woman had danced
the art of the devadasis. However, it also held out tremendous possibilities for cultural
elites and cultural nationalists, who saw in the dance the promise of a new symbol of
Indian heritage. At the same time, this performance was already a highly altered version
of the dance from both the visual and epistemic perspectives, as will be demonstrated
below.

Arundale had radically revised the presentation and content of the dance. This
was a conscious intervention since, in her own words, “some of the dances were quite
vulgar and so I wanted to avoid such things” (qtd. in S. Ramani 61). This new dance was

aimed at an audience that included both the upper-caste intelligentsia of Madras and the
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conglomerate international bourgeois represented by the Theosophists.®® Although the
colonial modernity represented by many devaddasi dance practices at the turn of the
century was eschewed by Arundale, her own location within the colonial-hybrid matrix
of the Theosophical Society and its links to elite Indian nationalism (particularly via the
figures of Annie Besant and George Arundale) cannot be ignored. It is from within this
matrix of power that Arundale’s “taste” (i.e., her aesthetic “reforms” of devadasi dance)
was able to command nationwide authority and legitimacy by the 1940s. In 1939,
Arundale established the International Academy for the Arts with the institutional support
of the Theosophical Society, and this organization was renamed Kalakshetra (“Temple of
the Arts”) by Sanskritist Dr. P.S. Subrahmanya Sastri (1890-1978) later that same year.
Next, I turn to how some of these “reforms” of dance extended into the visual and
paravisual world, including in the form of Arundale’s iconic reimagining of costuming

and her participation in the early Tamil cinema.

Fig. 3-3. Tiruvalapputtur Rajalakshmi and Jeevaratnam, with clarinet player

Tiruvalapputtur Pakkirisvami (/eft) and the dance-master Tiruvalapputtur Svaminatha
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Nattuvanar (right). This photo was taken after their performance at the Madras Music

Academy in January 1933. (Private Collection of B.M. Sundaram.)

OPTICS, ILLUSION, AND ALLEGORY

As is seen in the epitaph at the beginning of this chapter, the visuality of the dance
practice of Bharatanatyam—‘‘the way it looks”—was at the very heart of its reinvention.
Embedded in the realm of the visual were all of the moral, historical, and aesthetic
valences that cultural elites wanted scripted onto the form in its new middle-class,
Brahminic avatar. The most significant transformations ushered in by the new
practitioners of Bharatanatyam, as created by Rukmini Arundale herself, thus involved
radical interventions in the optics of the form. Most performances of Bharatanatyam in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries took place either in private salon settings,
at wedding celebrations, or in public spaces, such as the pavilions of temples at the time
of calendrical Hindu festivals. In addition, as Davesh Soneji (Unfinished Gestures) has
noted, markers of colonial modernity had come to characterize these performance
practices; thus, the use of Western instruments (e.g., clarinet, violin) to accompany the
dance, the use of the English language, and the use of North Indian (Hindustani) music
and culturally hybrid forms of attire had become systemically etched into the dance (see
fig. 3-4). Indeed, Western dress and Western musical forms had become integral
elements of the complex matrix of dance-music-drama that women from devadasi

communities were involved in as professional artists at the turn of the century. It was

109



precisely these aspects of devadasi engagement with the hybrid-modern that urban
nationalist “revivalists” took issue with during the period between roughly 1930 and
1940. For individuals such as Rukmini Arundale, these features were at odds with the
reclamation and resignification of the “pure” precolonial glory of India:
It must be understood that the present solo recital of Bharata Natya used to be
called Sadir Kacheri which had its own associations because of which I preferred
to call my recitals Bharata Natya recitals...I have known these [Sadir Kacheri]
recitals with Hindustani songs & even English notes. The Hindustani songs were
always of a cheap variety. (Arundale, “My Experiments With Dance” 13)®’
Indeed, for Arundale, devadasi performance represented a kind of foil to her own
ideas about “the classical.” The hybrid performance styles of devadasis were seen as
degenerate forms of an imagined “classical past,” and they were also clearly classified as
“low brow” forms of art that stood in sharp contrast with Arundale’s project of creating a
“classical” cultural vocabulary for the nation. Implicit in these class-based discourses
around cultural production—which can be seen in the invocation of terms like cheap in
the quote above—are ideological moves that discredit the livelihood of traditional
performers and their aesthetic sensibilities. They set into high relief the fact that the

“reinvention” was actually far from a “democratizing” process for the arts; rather, it

created what Anna Morcom has termed “cultures of exclusion” around Indian dance (65).
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Fig. 3-4. “Rangapushpa” Chitra, a famous performer from the kala@vantula-courtesan
community who danced in the court of the Nizam of Hyderabad during the very early
part of the twentieth century. Here she is seen wearing tights, slippers, and dancing with a

tambourine, likely to a Hindustani tune. (Courtesy Davesh Soneji.)

These kinds of hybrid performances marked the courtesan community's
engagement with forms of colonial modernity, but they were also a source of deep
embarrassment for nationalists, who wished to reclaim a “pure” tradition rooted in an
Indian “golden age.” Arundale’s own location within the ultra-cosmopolitan
Theosophical Society, with its deep Orientalism, shaped a series of taste-habits and
aesthetic sensibilities that have become “common sense” in the production and
consumption of today’s Bharatanatyam. Perhaps most importantly, these influences
signify a shift in broader concerns about the nature, form, and purpose of Bharatanatyam
dance, which in its new configuration has what Arundale, in the shadow of Theosophy,

calls an “essence” or “spirit.” In an undated lecture delivered at Kalakshetra, Arundale
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expressed the essentially “spiritual” nature of her Bharatanatyam by contrasting its
hermetic “purity” with the profane, secular world:

From time to time people have invented new gestures to express new ideas.

However, I hope that new gestures will not be made to represent this present

material world of money, motorcars, horns, jazz. If you depart from the purely

imaginative, the mystical, the religious, you depart from the very spirit of Indian

dance. (Arundale, “Bhava, Raga, Tala” 26)

In the sections that follow, I trace Arundale’s enunciation of the religious
“essence” of Bharatanatyam through the radicalization of the visuals of dance. I argue
that the three major interventions of temple stage, dress, and narrativization are the sites
where the transformation of the dance visibly takes place and where Arundale locates the
perceived antiquity and religiousity of the dance. However, it is also within these
transformations that the interdependence of the “new” dance and its representation and
staging in the cinema can be seen. In each of the three sites—staging, costuming, and
narrative—Bharatanatyam is simultaneously scripted as an ancient, spiritual, and national
dance, both on stage and on screen.

Allegory: The “Temple-Stage”

In a fascinating essay entitled “Temple Stage as Historical Allegory in
Bharatanatyam,” Avanthi Meduri draws attention to the fact that Arundale’s interventions
constituted “a modern visual and spectatorial epistemology for classical Bharatanatyam
in the world at large” (156):

Rukmini Devi mounted the icon of Shiva/Nataraja, the presiding deity of the

Natyashastra, on a pedestal and placed him on one corner of the Western

proscenium. She seated her guru and his musical ensemble along the wings...and

designed a temple-stage using temple backdrops and front curtains, with
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traditional imagery from the [Hindu] temple. She then lit, what I describe as her

temple-stage constellation, comprising the three historical symbols of god, guru,

and temple, with an electrical moving spotlight imported from British stagecratft.

By staging Bharatanatyam allegorically, with the help of historical symbols from

history and antiquity, and dancing reflexively within this symbolic worldview,

Rukmini Devi emerged as the first urban dancer allegorist and dancer-historian of

Bharatanatyam. Urban dancers, trained both within Kalakshetra and outside in the

broader mainstream practice, used Rukmini Devi’s temple-stage setting to

visualize their Bharatanatyam recitals. (134)

I take seriously Meduri’s claim that the god (Siva-Nataraja), the guru, and the
temple served as epistemic framing devices for Arundale’s new dance and that these are
enduring and even authoritative features of the contemporary practice of the dance.*® I
would argue, however, that the sedimentation of these iconic emblems in the popular
practice of Bharatanatyam can almost exclusively be attributed to the dance’s dialogue
with early South Indian cinema. The role of the icon of Siva-Nataraja will be addressed
later. For now, I would like to briefly think about the temple backdrop and other
accoutrements (i.e., dress and narrativization) that were central to Arundale’s restaging of
Bharatanatyam.

The question of the significance of understandings of the Hindu temple under
colonialism cannot be divorced from Orientalist fascinations with the temple as an iconic
index of Hindu morality. Although early pre-British forms of colonialism focused on the
exotic and “heathen” aspects of Hindu temples, by the time of the “mature phase” of
British Orientalism during the nineteenth century, the Madras School of Orientalism in

particular highlighted the historical, cultural, aesthetic, and civilizational significance of

temples (Trautmann 46). From a literary standpoint, too, there are texts like “Hindoo
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Temples and Palace at Madura” (1836) by poet and novelist Letitia Elizabeth Landon
(1802-1838), which focus on the Hindu temple as a site of both romantic beauty and
cultural excess (Fernandez). However, the idea of a “Hindu temple” as a backdrop was
certainly not an invention of Arundale’s. Forms of Indian dance had been staged against
temple backdrops for European and Euro-American audiences for a hundred years before
Arundale’s use of the same in 1937. In 1838, a troupe of five devadast dancers and three
musicians was brought to Europe from the town of Thiruvahindrapuram in South India
by French impressario E.C. Tardivel. As the work of Joep Bor has demonstrated, when
this troupe performed at the Adelphi Theatre in London, the performers were inserted
into prefabricated narratives such as “The Robing of Vishnu” or “The Hindoo Widow,”
which reified European audiences’ received narratives about women, religion, and
morality in India during the nineteenth century:

The Indian dancers showed up in the second piece, a one-act burletta called The

Law of Brahma or The Hindoo Widow.... They were drawn to the front of the

stage “upon a moving platform.” Sitting with flywhisks in their hands “around a

statue of Vishnu, in the interior of a temple, they [were] performing the important

duty of fanning the image.” (62)

Such dances were inevitably performed against backdrops that vaguely resembled
European cathedrals or “Oriental pagodas™ (see fig. 3-5). It is a matter of speculation as
to whether the Thiruvahindrapuram devadasis would have even known that their dances
(which consisted of courtly repertoire from the Tanjore region) were being framed by

Orientalist metanarratives such as that of saf.”” Of course, this staging of real devadasis

in 1830s Europe is modeled on more than three hundred years of theatrical representation
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of “Indian temple dancers” in a host of German, Italian, French, and Russian plays,

operas, and ballets.”

Fig. 3-5. “The Bayaderes, or Dancing Girls of India” by N. Whittich (1838). A drawing
of the performance by the troupe from Thiruvahindrapuram at the Adelphi in London in
1838. The temple backdrop is clearly visible in this drawing. (Bor, Joep. “Mamia,
Ammani and Other Bayaderes: Europe’s Portrayal of India’s Temple Dancers” Music
and Orientalism in the British Empire, 1780s-1940s, edited by Martin Clayton and

Bennett Zon, Ashgate, 2007, p. 64).

Aside from these early representations, the temple-stage as backdrop for “Indian”
(or at least “Indian-inspired”) dance surfaces in the “Oriental dances” of Euro-American
dancers such as Ruth St. Denis (1879-1968), La Meri (1899-1988; born Russell
Meriwether Hughes), and Ragini Devi (1897-1982; born Esther Luella Sherman). As

early as 1908, American dancer Ruth St. Denis was staging versions of “Oriental
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dance”—inspired by Indian ideas and aesthetics—against backdrops meant to resemble
Hindu temples and including “native Hindus” in the roles of musicians and temple priests

(see fig. 3-6).

Fig. 3-6. “Ruth St. Denis with native Hindus in Radha” (1908). (Courtesy New York

Public Library for the Performing Arts, *MGZEB [Denishawn, no. 60]).

Arundale’s temple backdrops are thus situated within a long chronology of visual
fascinations with Hindu temples and within the visual imbrications of temples and the
history of dance in India. According to Meduri, Arundale’s temple backdrop was first
staged at her public recital at the Madras Museum theater in 1937 (65). Alex Elmore, a
theosophist in Madras and a close associate of Arundale’s, wrote a review of that
performance in The Young Theosophist magazine:

The stage was set to suggest a South Indian temple with four large granite pillars

and a temple tower in the background. Into this setting came Rukmini Devi in an

exquisite red and gold costume with jewels and a beautiful gold and jeweled belt

which gave her the appearance of an ancient bronze statue come to life and color.
This effect was never lost and in fact gained when she danced.... One was made
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happy and taken into a world where happiness and divinity were in the very air
one breathed. (qtd. in Meduri 143)

Beyond Elmore’s thoughts, Arundale herself has written about how she perceived
the role of temples in the history of Bharatanatyam dance. She understands
Bharatanatyam fundamentally as a sacred dance and a “temple dance,” and this is a
historical stance that justifies many of her own interventions. For her, the end of dancing
in temples due to anti-nautch legislation represents a “cultural loss,” and she hopes that
one day the dance might be brought back to its perceived roots as a ritual dance form:

At that time Bharata Natyam was called Sadir and there were many bad

associations connected with that Sadir. It had acquired a very bad reputation

because of the lives of the dancers themselves who were not all they should have
been. But I felt there was something marvelous in the art which should not be lost.

At that time, in fact, there was a campaign to discontinue the dance in the temples.

The result was that it was prohibited in the temples and this situation continues

even now. | hope a time will come when the dance will find a home in the temple

again, at least as far as the Upacharas—the religious aspects—are concerned.

(Arundale, “My Experiments With Dance” 60)

Implicit in Arundale’s restaging of the dance against a temple backdrop is a
politics of cultural retrieval. For Arundale, the temple signifies the lost “golden age” of

Bharatanatyam:

India’s gift [to the world] is spirituality and when some dancers forsook the idea

of dancing to the Deity in the temple and began to dance to the ruler or patron,

then the dance became personal and gradually deteriorated to such an extent that

it came to be considered a degrading thing to see or learn. (Arundale, “Bhava,

Raga, Tala” 20-21)

Arundale’s narrative ignores the courtly origins of Bharatanatyam, including the
very courtly form that she had learned from Meenakshisundaram Pillai. Instead, for her,

the form has its origins in temples; in her interpretation, it is the devadasi performers who
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denigrated the form by making it into an erotic courtly practice in praise of “the ruler or
patron.” For Arundale, the socioeconomic realities of cultural production, patronage, and,
indeed, the very survival of the dance itself are replaced by idealized transcendent notions
of a timeless classicism. As will be shown later, the class-based implications of this
notion of classicism loom large in the decades that follow the reinvention that took place
during the 1930s.

“Dressing the Part”

In Rukmini Arundale’s writings, costumes turn out to be a major concern. The
costume is itself an index of a wider and deeper concern for the dance’s moral and
aesthetic status. For Arundale, it was at times difficult to separate morality from
aesthetics. In several instances, she makes it a point to iterate that the redesigning of the
clothes worn for the practice of contemporary Bharatanatyam was one of her key
contributions. She thinks of the saris and other accoutrements worn by devadasis as
having “no aesthetic sense”’; hence, she interjects to “reform” the visual landscape of the
dance, literally through “alterations”:

There was no aesthetic sense evident anywhere outside the actual dance. The

jewelry was very beautiful, but the kinds of costumes that were used—the saris

for example—were very cheap tinsely stuff that did not match the dance and
were, according to me, too showy. The pyjamas [leggings] that were worn, the

Victorian style of cholis [bodices]—they all seemed to me to be a mixture of

many different civilizations. All these I felt required thought, and after thought,

appropriate change.... In other words, create costumes that were in the spirit of
what our people wore thousands of years ago. This was not very easy. It was not
easy to get help from the sculptures because they are clothed only below the
waist! Therefore we had to think creatively in order to catch the old spirit.

Gradually I evolved my costume, and those used in Kalakshetra are based on my

original design. (Arundale, “My Experiments With Dance” 62)
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As can be seen with the temple backdrop, a key concern is the concept of Indian
purity. The hybridity of costume that reflects the accretions of cultural encounter in South
India is unsuitable for a classicism that is meant to represent, as Arundale put it, the
“spirit of India’s people” (qtd. in Ramani 45). Somewhat ironically, the costume that
would come to represent this spirit was designed by the Europeans Mary Elmore and
Madame Cazan and executed through distinctly colonial technologies of tailoring (see
fig. 3-7). The final result was the now well-known “temple-sculpture—inspired”
Bharatanatyam costume (see fig. 3-8), which has become the standard representation in

nearly all performances of Bharatanatyam today.

Fig. 3-7. Rukmini Arundale with seamstress Madame Cazan (c. 1939). (Courtesy
Kalakshetra Foundation [Ramani, Shakuntala. Rukmini Devi Arundale: Birth Centenary

Volume. Kalakshetra Foundation, 2003, p. 49].)
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Fig. 3-8. The early costumes codesigned by Mary Elmore and Madame Cazan (c. 1935).
(Courtesy Kalakshetra Foundation [Ramani, Shakuntala. Rukmini Devi Arundale: Birth

Centenary Volume. Kalakshetra Foundation, 2003, p. 100].)

Arundale’s own resistance to traces of colonial modernity could only be staged
through the power of the distinctly modern and cosmopolitan space that she herself
inhabited as “World Mother” of the Theosophical Society. Arundale expended
tremendous effort on the optics of the restaging of Bharatanatyam. These changes had an
enduring presence, and they certainly contributed to the popular narrative of the
reinvention of Bharatanatyam during the early twentieth century.

It is significant that these changes were very quickly absorbed by the early Tamil
cinema. Until the late 1930s, women performers in the cinema wore costumes that
resembled those worn by popular icai natakam drama performers, which themselves were
inspired by those of the colonial Parsi theater. These included crowns and jewelry made
of brass and aluminum and saris made of cotton and sometimes synthetics, especially

what was known as “imitation silk” (rayon).”' By the early to mid-1940s, these older-
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style costumes virtually disappeared and were replaced by the iconic Bharatanatyam
costume invented by Arundale’s associates. In the world of post-1940 cinema, this
costume extends well beyond representations related to dance: it becomes the standard
costume of the mythological cinema. To this day, all cinematic (and television)
representations of Hindu deities (particularly goddesses) in almost every region of India
are represented as wearing the stitched Arundale-inspired “Bharatanatyam costume.” The
enduring presence of the costume and its wider links to the representations of things
considered “sacred and divine” takes us to the final visual transformation of the dance:
the rendering of the form as both narrative and spectacle.
Narrativization, Mythology, and Spectacle

Perhaps the most obvious parallel between the “re-invented” Bharatanatyam and
the cinema is the emphasis that they both place on religious narrative. As the work of
Guy (Starlight, Starbright) and Baskaran (The Eye of the Serpent, History Through the
Lens) has demonstrated, the successes of early cinema did not rely on realism but rather,
in the South Indian context, on the popularity of Indian (usually Hindu) mythology. In
other words, popular culture—which was shaped largely by theater and cinema during
the 1920s and 1930s—relied almost entirely on the iteration of known mythological
narratives that were accessible to the masses. It is thus not a stretch to see how the
popularity of the re-invented Bharatanatyam quite logically was similar. The “dance-
drama” idiom cultivated by Rukmini Arundale during the early 1940s had a deep and

long-lasting impact on the future of Bharatanatyam. Beginning in 1947, Arundale turned
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her focus from the “reformation” of solo Bharatanatyam to the production of multi-
dancer “dance-dramas,” which, as many scholars have noted, drew from the Western
idiom of the ballet as well as from Indian forms of theater such as the Kathakali of Kerala
and the Bhagavata Mégla Nataka of Tanjore district (Meduri, “Nation, Woman,
Representation”; Allen, “Rewriting the Script”; O’Shea, At Home in the World).”
However, a major piece of the puzzle is missing in these characterizations of how
Arundale’s “dance-drama” idiom emerged, and this has to do with the staging of the
dance-drama in a manner parallel to the genre of early mythological cinema.

The “dance-drama” idiom mobilized the vocabulary of Bharatanatyam to tell
stories from Hindu epics and other religious narratives. It was, in other words, like a
mythological film brought onto the stage. The audiences who witnessed the emergence of
the new Bharatanatyam dance-drama form in the 1940s were the same audiences who
were the primary consumers of cinema during the same period. As has already been seen
in this chapter, Bharatanatyam and religious cinema shared a symbiotic relationship in
terms of aesthetic and visual conventions, narrativization, and even consumerism.

Rukmini Arundale’s first thematic narrative presentation was staged in 1944.
Although this was a kuravarici drama—a narrative about a hill-dwelling fortune teller of
the Kura tribe that was also performed by devadasis—it is significant that Arundale
herself had produced a number of mythological dramas for the Theosophical Society
during the early 1930s (i.e., before she began learning dance), including The Light of

Asia, Bhisma, Kuchela Vratam, and Karaikkal Ammaiyar. The first non-kuravaiici drama
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produced at Kalakshetra was Kumarasambhavam (1947), which is based on the Sanskrit
play of the same name and attributed to the poet Kalidasa. The play tells the story of the
birth of the god Kumara (also known as Karttikeya or Murukan), the son of Siva. From
1933 to 1946, three Tamil films had already been produced on this theme. Although I do
not aim to draw a one-to-one correspondence between Arundale’s dance-dramas and
Tamil films, it is significant—as seen in Appendix A—that the themes that Arundale
chose for her dance presentations have their counterparts in the Tamil cinema of the
1930s and 1940s. However, I would like to emphasize that this only highlights the
significance of interocular creative practices in early twentieth-century Madras. Granted,
these themes were also common to the style of Tamil popular drama known as icai
natakam (e.g., the narratives of Damayantt and Antal), and others were traditional plays
in the Bhagavata Mé&la Nataka of Tanjore district (e.g., Rukmangada, Usa Parinayam,
Rukmini Kalyanam, Dhruva Caritram). Nonetheless, Arundale’s careful curation and
representation of these narratives to the elite Madras audiences at a time when they were
circulating through the medium of cinema is significant. As seen in Chapter I, narrative
and spectacle—from the consumer’s standpoint at least—were part of a common culture
of intermediality and narrative frameworks that were shared across visual registers and
spaces, as seen in the chart in Appendix A.

It is also significant that there are a number of “crossover” factors in this
intermedial world of dance and early cinema, and I’d like to briefly discuss one of these

here: music, particularly through the figure of the Brahmin musician Papanasam Sivan
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(1890-1973). Sivan was a traditionally trained musician before he moved to Madras in
1933. That same year, he was contracted to compose music for the film Seetha Kalyanam
(1933-1934) through his contact with producer G.K. Seshagiri (who will be discussed
later in this chapter). Months later, Rukmini Arundale hired him as the music teacher at
the Besant Theosophical School.”” Sivan taught at the school for only five years. In 1939,
as a result of increasing pressure and demand from the film world, he also left
Kalakshetra. It is significant that, while at Kalakshetra, Sigan continued to compose
music for a number of Tamil films that shared themes with Arundale’s dance-dramas,
such as Bhaktha Kuchela (1936). Arundale’s version of this narrative about Kucela, the
devotee of the god Krsna, was made into the Sanskrit dance-drama Kuchelopakhayanam
decades later, in 1972.7* In 1961, Sivan returned to collaborate with Arundale when he
composed the music for Kalakshetra’s dance-drama Andal Charitram, which was about
the early medieval Tamil female saint-poet Antal. He also composed music for
Arundale’s Kannappar Kuravanji (1962) and Shakuntalam (1967; with Turaiyur
Rajagopala Sarma).” By this time, Sivan’s musical style had become somewhat fixed,
and his music seamlessly provided a sonic crossover between the tunes (mettu) used in
the mythologically themed films for which he was the composer and the style of songs he
composed for these dance-dramas.”

It is significant that the “dance-drama” idiom very quickly became a staple in the
burgeoning local Madras dance schools for middle-class young women, such as the

Saraswathi Gana Nilayam (established in 1939 by dancer K. Lalitha), and film director K.
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Subrahmanyam’s Nrithyodaya (established as Natana Kala Seva in 1941). Schools such
as these shifted their focus onto the production of thematic narrative dramas not only
because they were thought to impart “culture” to young people in a manner that the
traditional courtesan repertoire could not but also because of their value as spectacle. The
“appeal” factor of these presentations, which are often glossed using the English terms
ballet or dance-ballet, is confirmed by the former actress Rajasulochana (1935-2013),
who spoke to me about her training at the Saraswathi Gana Nilayam in her youth:

Dance ballets are the best way to make people appreciate classical dance. Dance

ballets are basically entertaining for audiences (jana-rafnijakam). This kind of

presentat@on guarantees audience appreciation, as opposed to other kinds of dance

presentation.

The elite Madras audiences’ desire to witness such spectacular stagings of Hindu
mythology were undoubtedly conditioned by the ubiquity and mass circulation of Tamil
films, which, by the 1930s and 1940s, were among the few cultural forms to engender

both mixed-gender and mixed-caste audiences (Baskaran, “Music for the Masses” 756).

SHIFTING (TOWARD) THE LENS: THE SOUTH INDIAN DANCE “REVIVAL”
AND CINEMA

Moral anxieties around the cinema were rampant throughout India during the
1920s and 1930s. Although the nationalist movement opened up possibilities for the
creation, dissemination, and consumption of new forms of mass culture, key figures of
the movement, including Gandhi, vehemently objected to the cinematic medium on moral
grounds. Indeed, in 1942, when asked what would happen if he supported the cinema,

Gandhi replied, “...I should lose my caste, my Mahatmaship” (Mukhopadhyay 425). In a
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fascinating recent essay, Urvi Mukhodhayay has demonstrated that, despite Gandhi’s
own condemnation of the early Indian cinema, filmmakers actively allied themselves
with the projects of Gandhian nationalism. Thus, nationalist celebrations of Indian
(Hindu) history came to permeate the cinema of the 1920s and 1930s (425). This is a
point I shall return to in Chapter IV in my discussions of dance and nationalism in the
South Indian cinema of the 1940s and 1950s.

For now, however, I would like to turn attention to the fact that, during the
Madras Presidency, articulations of the dangers of cinema were ubiquitous, as were those
related to dance. A good example comes from the literary works of K. Kurucamitas, a
Tamil poet from the town of Kumbhakonam in the Tanjore district.”” In 1937, he
published a seven-page Tamil song in the cintu genre called Kaliyukattil Natanamitum
Takkis Paritapac Cintu (“Song of Suffering About the Talkies of the Kaliyuga”) (see fig.
3-9), which addressed the dangers of his “younger brothers (tampikal)” watching “talkies
in the evening.” For the poet, the advent of the cinema represents a disintegration of the
Hindu moral order (dharma) in the most degenerate of all ages in the Hindu cyclical
calendar, the Kaliyuga. The song is written in the four-line metre known as venpda. The
first few verses run as follows:

1. The plight of India’s people is pathetic. Brothers, it’s just not right!

They spend all the money they’ve earned during the day on talkies at night.
2. Gone are the days of adorning the body with jewels, in the evening it is only

talkies!

People are possessed, as if by the demons who reside in sacred fig trees.

3. It’s a bad time. There is no rain, no harvest. It’s a bad time. Why go to the
talkies?
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4. Men just don’t go to work anymore, they sleep until well after dawn!
They pawn their wives’ saris, just to go watch the talkies! (Kurucamitas 1)

Fig. 3-9. Kaliyukattil Natanamitum Takkis Paritapac Cintu (“Song of Suffering About
the Talkies of the Kaliyuga”) by K. Kurucamitas (Kumpakonam, 1937). (© British

Library Board [pTam.B.7514)).

Six years later, in 1943, the same author composed a similar set of songs entitled
Metracai Vittu Nattipurattukku Ottam Pititta Tacikal Tankappattu (“Songs About the
Dasis Who Left Madras and Ran Away to the Villages™), which is a collection of
insulting songs aimed at women from devaddsi communities who, the author claims, are
running back to their villages from Madras city because of the impending anti-devaddasi
legislation. The text is full of images of women struck with painful venereal disease as
well as the repeated and unrelenting use of slurs and insults. As Davesh Soneji has shown
in Unfinished Gestures: Devadasis, Memory, and Modernity in South India, this highly
misogynistic and casteist work and other earlier works like it “facilitated new urban

representations of devaddsis as worthy targets of moral and aesthetic reform” (93-94).
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RUKMINI ARUNDALE IN THE TAMIL CINEMA

j
UL Classical Baratha Natya |
of SRI RUKMANI DEVI |

RAJESWARI TALKIES, EKODE

Fig. 3-10. Poster for the Tamil film Raja Desingh (1936), produced by Rajeswari Talkies.
The poster specifically advertises the live performance of “Classical Baratha Natya /sic/”
by Rukmini Devi and a speech by George Arundale. (Private Collection of S.V.

Jayababu.)

In 1936, Rukmini Arundale established the International Academy of Arts, which
was later renamed Kalakshetra. That same year saw the production of the film Raja
Desingh’® starring T.K. Sundarappa (see fig. 3-10); it was based on the famous story of
the eighteenth-century Raja Tej Singh of Senji, about whom historian Sanjay
Subrahmanyam (“Friday’s Child”) has written at length. The film itself surprisingly
featured three dances by Rukmini Arundale, who otherwise—like Gandhi—disparaged
the cinematic medium. During the late 1950s, long after the film Raja Desingh had
disappeared from memory, Arundale reflected on the relationship between cinema and

dance:
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The problem of the cinema is peculiar. The film engages a traditionally trained
musician or dancer but very soon these change into a new type. The Indian film
has now created a type of music and dance which we can definitely call cinema
music and cinema dance. The classical way must be jealously preserved if it is to
be presented on the stage because it is easily seen that once an artist is engaged on
the films, he or she cannot completely go back to the traditional way; at least not
easily, just as the milk that is once curdled can never again be turned into fresh

milk. (Arundale, “My Experiments With Dance” 88-89)

In these remarks, film dance is pitted against the “pure and classical”
Bharatanatyam. In the first passage, trained musicians and dancers who cross over into
the world of cinema perform an irrevocable act: they can never be “fresh milk” again, in
Arundale’s analogy. As with many of her pronouncements on earlier, pre-“revival” forms
of dance practiced by devadasi women, she deploys a language of both moral and
aesthetic judgment, and, in most instances, the two are collapsed. Film dance—due to its
hybridity and cultural bricolage, like the older forms of devadasi dance—is thus cast by
Arundale as a “distortion” of the imaginary “purity” of something marked as “classical”
and as a “vulgarisation” of “the traditional way.”

Coming back to Arundale’s own dancing in the film Raja Desingh, it is
commonly believed that the Arundales paid the film’s producers to buy all copies of the
film, which were subsequently intentionally destroyed so as to safeguard Arundale’s own
history from that of the popular cinema. In the words of film dance historian V.A.K.
Ranga Rao, in a conversation with me in 2012, “Rukmini Devi Arundale’s public stance

was against cinema but she herself performed in a Tamil film called Raja Desingh. After

the movie was made, she herself paid the producer to buy the film back.”
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Let us now briefly turn to the substantive portion of Rukmini Arundale’s
involvement with the film Raja Desingh. To begin with, it had a live performance
component. As Stephen Hughes has demonstrated, cinema initially came to Madras “as a
kind of European entertainment using the same local venues as the European variety
circuit.... [The] shows conformed to a variety format and they frequently mixed films
with other kinds of live performances” (“What is Tamil” 147). In an excellent
forthcoming essay entitled “Intermediaries on Stage and Screen: Cinema Stage Dance
and the Making of Tamil Cinema,” Hughes continues:

Contrary to our contemporary expectations that stage performance and film

screenings were separate media practices that happen at different venues at

different times for different audiences, cinema and dance performance had from
the late 19™ century had an ongoing mixed media relationship. From the earliest
film shows at the end of the 19™ century, exhibitors had used a format that
combined live stage acts, musical accompaniment and films. This continued to be
the norm in south India for roughly the first two decades of the cinema. The
touring entertainment companies from Europe, the US and Australia that had
visited Madras as part of global circuit used a wide variety of different
performance genres and formats including the circus, fair ground, variety shows
and comic opera.... Amongst all these attractions it was very common for dance to

be featured as the primary attraction. (2-3)

Hughes goes to great length to draw attention to the fact that cinema houses in
Madras in the 1920s (and even earlier) were sites of multimedial performance and
laboratories for new cultures of interocularity. For example, eminent female performers,
mostly from devaddasi backgrounds (e.g., Gauhar Jan of Calcutta [1873-1930], Bajjar
Battoo of Lahore), performed abhinaya in Madras’ cinema halls (“Intermediaries on
Stage and Screen” 10-11). Arundale’s participation in this film extended beyond the

recorded versions of her dance, which were captured on film; it also included live
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performance at the screening of the film. On the days of the screening, commentary about
the dance was provided, presumably in English, by her husband George Arundale, who
was the World President of the Theosophical Society. While the film reels no longer

exist, the synopsis and songbook of the film does (see fig. 3-11).

‘ Rajeswari Talkie‘s3
ERODE e /

Fig. 3-11. The cover of the songbook for Raja Desingh (1936). (Private Collection of

S.V. Jayababu.)

From the book, it is evident that Rukmini performed three pieces, all of which are
from the courtesan repertoire. The section containing the songs strangely ends with a
photo of Rukmini in a North Indian—style costume (perhaps reflective of the theme of the
film) with the caption “The World Renowned Rukmini Devi of Adyar: The Best Form of
Bharatanatyam Will Be Showcased” (see fig. 3-12). The first piece is an interpretation of
a song in the Tamil padam genre—~Patari Varukutu (“My Heart Trembles”) in the raga
Kambodhi—in which the heroine addresses the god Murukan as her beloved.” A

translation of the full text of this song is provided as Appendix B.
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The second piece is one centered on abstract dance and rhythm: Jatisvaram in the
raga Saveri. This composition is attributed to the famous nineteenth-century dance-
masters known as the “Tanjore Quartet” (tasicai nalvar). It remains a staple composition
for students at Kalakshetra, and nothing is said about it apart from it being labelled with
the title svaram (“Notes”) in the songbook. The final piece is a padam in the Telugu
language, Sariga Kongu in the raga Curutti, which was written by an unknown poet and
in which the god Krsna of Mannargudi is the beloved. Only two lines of the poem are
listed in the text.*® Both of these padams were taught to Arundale by the famous devadast
artist of Madras, Mylapore Gauri Ammal (1892-1971), who for a very brief period was
also contracted to teach at Kalakshetra. However, it seems that Rukmini often rejected
these interpretations of abhinaya, and, as she states in her own writings, after her first
performance in 1935, she transformed the abhinaya for nearly all of the lyric-based
repertoire that she had learned. It is possible that these public performances in 1936
already featured the infamous “cleaned up” abhinaya, which was devoid of erotic
references and which would have allowed Arundale and her husband to present their

“reinvented” art to new (i.e., non-Theosophical) audiences in cinema halls.
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Fig. 3-12. “The World Renowned Rukmini Devi of Adyar: The Best Form of
Bharatanatyam Will Be Showcased” from the songbook of Raja Desingh (1936). (Private

Collection of S.V. Jayababu.)

Although not much is known about the reception of Rukmini Arudale’s dancing
in Raja Desingh, the event certainly created both a new kind of public presence for
Arundale and self-conscious reflections on dance among producers and consumers of
cinema. For example, on April 4, 1936, the popular film magazine Silver Screen featured
an article titled “Dance in the Talkies” that specifically referenced Rukmini Arundale’s
dance in Raja Desingh as a major intervention:

... The wife of the leader of the Theosophical Society, Dr. Arundale, Sri Rukmini
Arundale, has been contracted to dance in a film by Rajeswari Talkies. This is
truly an extremely admirable moment. In South India, where the nation has been
given a second life and there is a renaissance, Bharatanatyam is front and center.
Regarding Bharatanatyam, readers would be familiar with the famous 1932
debate between Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddy and Sriman E. Krishnan Iyer. When she
said, “Due to the evil ways of the devadasis, their dance is definitely not longer
necessary,” Iyer responds by saying “the arts must flourish and the devadasis’
lifestyle (tacikal valkkai murai) must be remedied.”
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At this time, our sisters from high-class families (uyar kutumpattu cakotarikal),

must come forward to dance and also act in films. This will be good for the arts.

More specifically, dance in a film by a world-teacher like Dr. Arundale’s wife

will certainly not only increase the profile of India’s arts around the world, but it

will also increase the respectability of Bharatanatyam. The film company should

be praised. (Anonymous, “P&cum Patankalil Natanam” 2)

It is significant that the writer invokes the “revival” of dance with an eye to the
public debates on devadasi morality and the figure of Muthulakshmi Reddy. Again, the
“purity” of revived forms of Indian dance is pitted against dance that contains “Western
influence” and that is thus perceived as “vulgar.” Arundale is championed as an
exemplary figure for the future of the dance, which the author hopes will survive through
the bodies of “sisters from high-class families” (uyar kutumpattu cakotarikal). The
presence of Arundale’s dance in the cinema will have a global impact on perceptions of
Indian culture, he says, and will also “increase the respectability of Bharatanatyam”

(Anonymous, “P&cum Patankalil Natanam™ 26).

REPRESENTATIONS OF ART, ARTIST, AND NATION: THE FIRST FILM
ABOUT DANCE

As has already been demonstrated, the 1930s represent a crucial period for
Bharatanatyam dance in Madras city. The Madras Music Academy, which was
established in 1928, featured a dance recital by the “Kalyani daughters” (Rajalakshmi and
Jeevaratnam) on March 15, 1931. This was followed by another recital on January 1,
1933, and Rukmini Arundale presented her first recital at the Theosophical Society’s
Diamond Jubilee Celebrations in 1935. As seen earlier, in 1936, she established the

International Academy for the Arts, which was later renamed Kalakshetra. Over and
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above these well-known signposts of Bharatanatyam’s reinvention in Madras, however,
are several other narratives of the dance from the 1930s that have been rendered invisible
in standard histories of the form. This period is also significant from the standpoint of the
history of Indian cinema, for it is the first time that a full-length feature film about
dance—the Tamil film Jalaja (1938)—was produced in South India. Dance in the cinema
thus took on a uniquely self-reflexive representation, and the discourses that flowed out
of such representation resonated deeply with narratives and positionalities that were
emerging as Bharatanatyam became a visibly public form in Madras during the 1930s.

A key moment is the period between 1936 and 1938. By this time, even though
Rukmini Arundale had performed her “reinvented” version of the dance, performances by
women within the devadasi community continued. The narrative that follows speaks to
the ways in which this kind of dance found its way into cosmopolitan—and even early
global—circuits of cultural production and the new medial form of the cinema. At this
time, a group of women from the devadasi community in the town of Kumbhakonam
were actively learning and performing dance (see fig. 3-13). They came from a
distinguished lineage of women performers in the Thanjavur region, and a whole
generation of them, all sisters and cousins, were trained by the nattuvanar Papanasam
Vadivelu Pillai (1884-1937).%' Prominent among these women were Kumbhakonam
Varalakshmi (1910-1937), and her cousins, the sisters Saranayaki (dates unknown) and
Pattammal (dates unknown) (see fig. 3-14). Their other cousin was Kumbhakonam

Bhanumati (1922-2003), who also started training with the same nattuvanar.
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Varalakshmi and Saranayaki had been performing in public as a “duo” in and around
Kumbhakonam, and they were invited by the Music Academy to dance in Madras on
December 28, 1933. However, soon after Bhanumati came on the scene, Saranayaki was
quickly replaced in these “duo dance” presentations. Varalakshmi and Bhanumati thus
performed as a “duo” at the Music Academy on December 31, 1934, and again on

December 27, 1936.

Fig. 3-13. (Front row) Kumbhakonam Varalakshmi, Sulochana, Bhanumati, and
Pattammal. In the back (center) is Saranayaki and beside her an unnamed cousin.

(Courtesy B.M. Sundaram.)
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Fig. 3-14. Pattammal (Pattu) in a dance pose. (Courtesy Davesh Soneji.)

Possibly through the acquaintance of E. Krishna Iyer, who was one of the
Secretaries of the Madras Music Academy, Bhanumati and Varalakshmi were brought
into contact with an impresario and film producer named G.K. Seshagiri. He was the son
of the famous Sanskrit scholar S. Kuppuswami Sastri (1880-1943), and he managed The
Renaissance Theatre, an arts organization that regularly staged performances of drama
and dance as well as cinema screenings at large public venues like the Victoria Public
Hall and Gokhale Hall in Madras city.® In 1936, the American dancer who would later
be known as the “Queen of Ethnic Dance,” a woman named “La Meri” (1898-1988; born
Russel Meriwether Hughes), arrived in Madras after learning some Kandiyan dance in
Colombo, Sri Lanka (Venkateswaran 14). La Meri would later go on to write a book
entitled The Gesture Language of the Hindu Dance, which contained a foreword by
Ananda Coomaraswamy. She would also found, together with Ruth St. Denis, the first
school of Indian dance in America, the School of Natya, in New York City in May

1940.% Seshagiri invited La Meri to the performance of Varalakshmi and Bhanumati at
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the Music Academy (see fig. 3-15). Deeply moved by their performance, La Meri had
decided she wanted to learn the dance, and so Seshagiri introduced her to Papanasam
Vadivelu Pillai, the teacher of the Bhanumati and Varalakshmi (see fig. 3-16). She

trained with him for about three months (Venkateswaran 15).

Fig. 3-15. La Meri with G.K. Seshagiri and “Kalyan Sundaram” (A.N. Kalyanasundaram
Iyer who eventually married Bhanumathi), Madras, 1937. (Venkateswaran, Usha. The
Life and Times of La Meri: The Queen of Ethnic Dance. Indira Gandhi Centre for the

Arts, 2005, pp. 14-15).
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Fig. 3-16. La Meri with Kumbhakonam Bhanumathi and Varalakshmi. (Venkateswaran,
Usha. The Life and Times of La Meri: The Queen of Ethnic Dance. Indira Gandhi Centre

for the Arts, 2005, pp. 14-15).

At the end of this period, Seshagiri staged a performance under the aegis of The
Renaissance Theatre entitled “The Celebrated International Dancer La Meri and the
Brilliant Bharata Natya Artists of South India Varalakshmi and Bhanumati.” A single
copy of the souvenir program for this performance is available at the New York Public
Library, which also houses an extensive archive of La Meri’s performance career. The
souvenir itself does not provide dates, but a Tamil magazine article reveals that there
were actually two performances, on February 1 and 3, 1937. The souvenir document
itself is strewn with advertisements for South Indian “talkies,” and these are interspersed
between long descriptions (and, in the case of the Bharatanatyam repertoire, translations)
of the dance pieces being performed.® In any case, it is significant that this was very
much a performance intended for cosmopolitan audiences in Madras, one that featured La

Meri’s dances (labelled “Interpretive Dances” and “Racial Dances”) juxtaposed with the
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dances by Varalakshmi and Bhanumati (always labelled “Bharata Natya™). La Meri thus
performs pieces like “Caprice Viennoise” and “Adoration of the Virgin” under the
heading “Interpretive Dances,” and she also performed “North American (Red Indian)
Hoop” and “Spanish Goyesca” under the heading “Racial Dances.” She also brought
Bharatanatyam into her sphere of “racial dances,” for this section ended with her
performing an excerpt of the varpam (in the raga Sankarabharanam) that she had just
learned from Vadivelu Pillai. In this unique juxtaposition of forms, La Meri is
simultaneously scripted as the locus of an “international” aesthetic and an “authentic”
embodiment of Bharatanatyam. The souvenir program puts it as follows:
La Meri is a celebrated International Dancer; she has come to India to study types
of Indian Dance. And Bharata Natya has known no devotee, more ardent, more
sincere; it is the privilege of the Renaissance Theatre, again, to present her along
with Varalakshmi and Bhanumati, two of our own talented artists amid ideal
conditions, new stage-mountings, appropriate light-effects; a splendid display
combining the inventiveness and fluidity of western dancing with the peculiar
grace and unique expressiveness of Bharata Natya. (Souvenir program, La Meri,
Varalakshmi and Bhanumati 13)
Varalakshmi and Bhanumati, for their part, performed an entire concert suite of
Bharatanatyam courtly compositions.™
The performance with La Meri gave Varalakshmi and Bhanumati considerable
visibility among Madras’ cosmopolitan elite audiences. It was around the time of this
performance that Varalakshmi had been contracted by Seshagiri to act in a film he
wanted to produce in Tamil about the life of a Bharatanatyam dancer. The film’s story, a
fictional account of a young woman from a devadasi background, was co-written by three

individuals: 1) Seshagiri himself; 2) the Sanskritist Dr. V. Raghavan, a prime student of
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Seshagiri’s father S. Kuppuswami Sastri, who was very active in writing about dance
during this period and who was also on the board of the Madras Music Academy®®; and
3) a writer named Manjeri S. Isvaran (see fig. 3-17), who, among other things, had just
written the program notes for La Meri’s Madras performance. Isvaran, who was a close
associate of Seshagiri, later went on to write an English short story about a young (non-
devadasr) girl’s desire to learn dance—Ilikely inspired by his early experiments writing
for Jalaja—entitled “No Ankletbells for Her.”®” The film project itself replayed many of
the collaborations that went into the performance by La Meri, Bhanumati, and
Varalakshmi. In addition to the collaboration of Seshagiri and Isvaran in the scripting of
the story, the music for the film was composed by A.N. Kalyanasundaram Iyer (see fig.
3-18) who also helped with the La Meri show and who eventually married Bhanumati.*®
Seshagiri contracted Varalakshmi to act the role of Jalaja, the main female protagonist of
the film. He himself played the role of Rajagopalan, the hero of the film. The shooting of
the film commenced in 1937 in Bombay, and, tragically, on November 3 of that year,
Varalakshmi died in Bombay at the very young age of nineteen (Sundaram Marapu
Tanta Manikkankal 41). Bhanumati was asked to step in to play the role of Jalaja, which

she did.
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Fig. 3-17. Advertisement for Jalaja (1938), Atal Patal (Antu Malar, 1938, p. 7).

Fig. 3-18. Advertisement for Jalaja, source unknown. (Private Collection of S.V.

Jayababu.)

The film’s full title in Tamil was Jalaja Allatu Nattiya Mahimai (“Jalaja, or the
Greatness of Dance”), and it is clear from the title that the agenda behind the film was to
bring a vision of dance and its newly encoded symbolic meanings to a wider audience.
One advertisement in the magazine Atal Patal (see fig. 3-17) makes it clear that the film

is simply about the “greatness of Bharatanatyam (paratandttiyatin perumai).”
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Unfortunately, no prints of the film have survived. However, I have been able to
recover the songbook for the film and a number of publicity materials from a private
collection in Chennai (see fig. 3-18). The songbook preserves a rather lengthy synopsis of
the film in English, which is certainly the most detailed account of the story; see
Appendix C for the full synopsis as it appears in the songbook. The plot of the film
reflects a number of tropes about Bharatanatyam and its social history that were already
crystallized in the public imagination by the late 1930s, including those about the
centrality of the god Siva-Nataraja as the “god of dance” and the patron deity of dancers,
the old trope of the money-hungry devaddsi-courtesan and her mother (which was
discussed in the previous chapter), the idea that devadasis need to be “purified” by their
association with elite men in order to have a public presence (as would eventually
become the case for the singer/actress M.S. Subbulakshmi), and more. In addition, the
film dramatizes the old trope of the tension between the wife and the courtesan, except
that now the modern wife yearns to know the courtesan’s art, which, in the film, she
cannot seem to master. Indeed, the image of the modern Indian women is cast along the
lines of a “tradition/modernity” binary here. Lalita is an educated urban woman who can
drive a car, whereas Jalaja, the devaddsi from a Siva temple in a South Indian village,
evokes the piety and naivety of “traditional India,” a remnant of a past that is lost in the
modern nation-state. At the climax of the film, it is dance that mediates this tension,
literally calming down the “madness” of the wife Lalita. In that sense, Jalaja’s dance is

not only morally “pure,” but it also has a superhuman or otherworldly quality of
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transcendence, which is a trope that was deployed throughout the period of
Bharatanatyam’s reinvention. The concluding scene of the film, in which Jalaja “stands in
adoration before the image of Lord Nataraja,” simply confirms the film’s message about
the links between the practice of dance and religion, a message that Rukmini Arundale
couched in the language of a thoroughly “Indianized” Theosophy. Others such as Ananda
Coomaraswamy (The Dance of Shiva) and E. Krishna Iyer (“Renaissance of Indian
Dance”) articulated this idea through the foregrounding of canonical upper-caste Sanskrit
textual traditions (Sastra) related to philosophy and aesthetics.

The moral register of the film is consistently foregrounded in almost all of the
available sources. Bharatanatyam is a dance that transforms women’s own awareness and
inculcates idealized notions of what it means to be a woman. For example, another
advertisement from the magazine Silver Screen in 1938 begins with the following line:
“Music (pattu) is essential for all girls (penkal), but it is dance (attam) that improves
feminine qualities (penmai).”

By the 1930s, music had already been adopted as a relatively acceptable and
respectable pastime for non-devaddasi women, largely because of its associations with
Indian nationalism and Gandhian politics (Weidman, Singing the Classical; Soneji,
Unfinished Gestures). Dance, on the other hand, was still lurking in the shadows of
devadasi reform and the ultra-elite cultural projects of figures of Rukmini Arundale.

Although it would take at least another decade for Bharatanatyam to become a “popular’

cultural form, Seshagiri and the crew behind Jalaja likely saw the new medial form of
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cinema as a suitable mode for amplifying the public discourses around dance in the

1930s, which had already been set into motion by the Music Academy and Arundale.

Fig. 3-19. Advertisement for the gramophone, from the songbook for Jalaja (1938),
clearly indicating that is produced by The Renaissance Theatre (run by G.K. Seshagiri),

Madras. (Private Collection of S.V. Jayababu.)

As a film about dance, Jalaja contained eight songs, almost all of which were
presented as “dance numbers.” The songbook also contains an advertisement for the
gramophone record of the film’s songs (see fig. 3-19) and tells us that Bhanumati
rendered the vocals for most of the songs herself.*” Indeed, this is a major marketing
feature for HMV, which produced the gramophone. It is only in the Tamil songbook for
the film that one “Es. Canmukam?” is listed in the credits as “nattuvanar.” Since
Varalakshmi and Bhanumati’s teacher Vadivelu Pillai died in September 1937, it would

be safe to assume that he did not choreograph the dance sequences for the film. Instead,
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the figure mentioned as “S. Canmukam”—per a conversation that I had with B.M.
Sundaram—is likely Shanmukasundara Nattuvanar of Thiruppanandal, a close associate
of Vadivelu Pillai. Unfortunately, not much is known about Shanmukasundaram
Nattuvanar, except that he lived in the town of Thiruppanandal in Thanjavur district. The
texts of the songs themselves are perhaps the closest approximation of the kinds of
representations of dance that would have appeared in the film. It is significant that no
traditional courtesan repertoire appears in the film. In other words, none of the
recognizable genres of the repertoire (e.g., alarippu, jatisvaram, sabdam, varnam) are
present in the songbook. Instead, devaddsi dance is, for the most part, recast as devotional
dance, and the dances appear encased in generic musical forms (known in concert music
as kirtana or krti). Let us begin with one such piece from the film:

Pallavi:

God of the Blissful Dance, consort of the Goddess Beautiful as Desire!
Don’t you have compassion on a poor soul like me?

Anupallavi:
Destroyer of the demon Tripura, please protect me!

Supreme Soul! Please save me!

Caranam:

Lord of Citamparam who performs the tantavam dance!

Please rule over me and relieve my uneasiness.

This is a devotional song that Jalaja sings to the god Siva-Natardja. It includes a
number of epithets of the god (God of the Blissful Dance [anantanatécal, Destroyer of

the Demon Tripura [tiripurantakal), and it also contains references to the localized lore

of the Chidambaram temple in Tamilnadu, the cultic center of Tamil Saivism, where Siva
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is worshipped as Nataraja. These descriptive features are formulaic aspects of devotional
poetry in South India, and, as in this case, the poem itself represents a plea on the part of
the devotee, who has been separated from the god. One can see how such a piece would
lend itself to interpretation through gesture, in a literal mimesis of the symbols invoked
by the descriptions. Also, as will be discussed later, the interpretation of devotional music
pieces called kirtanas in modern Bharatanatyam became a trend in stage performances of
Bharatanatyam and the cinema beginning in the 1940s. Songs dedicated to the newfound
“patron deity” of Indian dance, Siva-Natardja, became somewhat of a staple in the
repertoire of the “newly reinvented dance.” Another song that was very similar in content
perhaps hints, ever so subtly, at a style that resonates with the Tamil padam genre (Allen
“The Tamil ‘Padam’” 105; see also Chapter VI), which was a staple in the repertoire of
Varalakshmi and Bhanumati. According to the songbook, it is sung in the film by both
the characters Lalita and Jalaja and is in the raga Khamas:

Pallavi:

Why hasn’t your compassion (fayavu) descended?
Tell me, what kind of a secret is this?

Anupallavi:
Great Nourisher, dancing in the golden hall (tillai ponnampalatté ati),

You have enslaved me (atimai konta) at such a tender age, my great king (aracé)!

Caranam:

You have patiently borne my sins (pilai) in the past, so please continue.

Only you know my troubles and can take them away.

Dancing God (natécane)! Once you have shown your compassion and ruled over
me,

Make sure no one speaks ill of my clan (kulam).
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There is a certain self-reflexivity at work in this poem. The woman who sings the
song has been “enslaved” to Siva since a young age, perhaps a reference to the fact that
the character of Jalaja references a devadasi who, in undergoing the courtesan initiation
ritual known as pottukkattutal in his temple, is considered a slave (atimai) or courtesan
(kanikai) of Siva. More importantly, the final line of the song—*“make sure no one speaks
ill of my clan”—is a potential for multiple readings. For Lalita, it indexes her need to
protect her family’s reputation because of Jalaja’s intrusion into her family life. For
Jalaja, it indexes the stigma of being a devadads, and she beseeches Siva to protect her
particularly vulnerable reputation as a courtesan. In both cases, once again, morality—
sexual morality in particular—is at issue. The film’s ultimate resolution of the issue of
Jalaja’s sexual morality allows it to dissipate into a space of transcendence. Hence, in
Jalaja, it can be seen how the invocation of religion clearly enabled respectability for
Bharatanatyam’s past.

Ultimately, there are no records of Jalaja’s performance at the box office other
than some anecdotal news of its poor performance (Raman 27). However, it is significant
that, regardless of the reach of the film, it provides us with new perspectives on thinking
about the ways in which Bharatanatyam was circulating during the period immediately
following the work of the Music Academy and Rukmini Arundale. The global forces
pressing against the form—which included not only the Theosophical Society’s
international network but also key figures from the world of American dance—enabled

new histories and imaginations of the dance to emerge while simultaneously rendering
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invisible earlier hereditary traditions and individuals. In that sense, there is of course
some poignancy to Bhanumati playing a devadasi character, whose “transcendental
disappearance” at the end of the film indexes the widespread disappearance of devaddasi
women from the world of public dance performance during this period.” The figure of
Lalita—a married, urban, and definitively “modern” woman who wishes to try her hand
at this artform—foreshadows the eclipse of devadasi performers by women who were
part of the modern conjugal economy of Madras.

SCREENING RESPECTABILITY: FILMS INDEX THE TRANSITION FROM
“TEVATIYAR-NATYAM” TO “BHARATANATYAM”

The Tamil film Sabhapathy (“Lord of the Hall,” 1941), a social drama produced
by AVM Pictures and directed by A.V. Meyappan and A.T. Krishnaswami, contains a
short dialogue that helps to map perceptions of the public transformation of
Bharatanatyam during the late 1930s and early 1940s. Dialogues such as these
demonstrate the degree to which the interventions of figures like Rukmini Arundale and
E. Krishna Iyer had a degree of “trickle-down” efficacy. However elite their projects may
have been, they would soon affect profound transformations of dance in the public
sphere. The scene takes place just before Sivakami, the heroine of the film played by the
actress R. Padma (from a devadasi family herself and related to dancers Sayi-
Sublakshmi, whom I will discuss in Chapter V), performs a song in the padam genre.”'
Two elderly women who are sisters-in-law (one the being the mother of the heroine and

the other her mother-in-law) are talking about the heroine’s interest in dance:
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Mother-in-law: What’s going on [with your daughter]? Why is she dancing the
dance of the courtesans (tévatiyal kaccéri)?”*

Mother: Oh God! In this Kaliyuga [the most degenerate age of the Hindu
calendar], there are so many new things taking place! Even in schools today, there
is a new dance called “Bharatanatyam,” which students are required to learn.
Mother-in-law: Yes, Yes.

Mother: My daughter seems to be very talented in this [dance] and has received
many medals. A performance has been arranged as part of the war effort at our

collector’s bungalow. That is why she is practicing.

Mother-in-law: Oh, I see. My son too also loves dance and music (attam pattam).
Last month, as part of the war effort, he staged a play as his contribution.

Mother: Oh, I am so glad. I know there some people who do not like this.

The shifting moral and aesthetic valence of Bharatanatyam dance is palpable in
the public sphere, and there is no doubt that the cinema—yperhaps even more so as a
result of films like Jalaja—played no small part in both the construction and
dissemination of Bharatanatyam’s respectability and popularity. As early as 1936, the
Tamil magazine Atal Patal (“Dance and Song”; originally a column in the magazine

{nanta Vikatan) featured a story about Bharatanatyam’s unprecedented popularity and

acknowledged that the presence of dance in the cinema represented a new yet crucial
dimension:

...Something amazing has happened to Bharatanatyam! North India and North

Indian dancers have been giving much respect to Bharatanatyam. Art aficionados

will take great pleasure in the fact that women who are in a very high position in

society like Smt. Rukmini Arundale have taken to the art and are practicing it.

Some of these dancers have been integrated into talking pictures. The films we

see these days also showcase Bharatanatyam recitals (kaccéri) and enhance the

greatness of our country and its heritage. Even though the physical rigor and

rhythmic complexity involved has many students struggling to learn this dance,
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many experts are of the belief that with hard work, they will be able to overcome

[this] and shine [in the world of dance]. In fact, the newspapers have expressed

several opinions about this and I am not sure if people have arrived at any

resolution. Once opinions are expressed, then we can start debating the merits and
demerits of the physical rigor of Bharatanatyam. Lastly, it is gratifying and joyful
to see many people taking up Bharatanatyam as a full-time profession.

(Anonymous, Atal Patal, Antu Malar 20-21)

The film Jalaja thus offers a window on how the interocular world of Madras in
the 1930s and 1940s affects the category of “the classical” and all of the moral, aesthetic,
and class-centered complexities that it implies. On the one hand, cinema becomes the
perfect “other” of what in the 1930s emerged as “classical” music and dance in Madras.
Basically, “classical” music and dance were created in opposition to the “vulgarity” and
“popular” nature of cinematic music and dance. As the work of Gaston (Bharata
Natyam), Peterson and Soneji (Performing Pasts), and others has demonstrated, this was
certainly a view upheld by most cultural elites in Madras until recently, and it was one of
the reasons why film dance in particular was discouraged among students of the
“classical” dance traditions. On the other hand, as has been discussed in this chapter, it is
clear that cinema actually constitutes the very idea of the “classical”; its visual
boundaries and extremes are drawn out only by the cinema. As will be shown in Chapter
V, explicit articulations of “classical” (cattiriya, sastric) dance in films—often
choreographed by nattfuvanars—become the aesthetic frames of reference for staged
versions of Bharatanatyam. In an essay from 1996 entitled “Tamil Cultural Elites and

Cinema: Outline of an Argument,” M.S.S. Pandian discusses cinema as a site of

“intertextual excess.” This might be a useful way of thinking specifically about the
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imbrications of cinema and Bharatanatyam that were discussed in this chapter. It is also
this legibility that enables slippages between the forms. Songs and the aesthetics of
movement simultaneously live on several registers, each of which is a dimension of the
spectacle; they also speak to a range of real and imagined pasts. To this end, Rukmini
Arundale’s desire to “make dance /ook old” might be thought of as a kind of illusory
strategy, much in the way that cinema attempts to construct and order reality through
various levels of illusory strategy. I would argue that the “staging” of religious sentiment
(bhakti) and the perceived “ritualization” of such staging certainly belongs to the realm of
illusory strategy, just as much as the “new-yet-old” costumes and the temple-stage. When
thinking about the tensions between Brahmins and others that have come to frame the
performing arts in modern South India, the question of who speaks—and to whom—is
equally complex. These ideas are reflected in Bharatanatyam’s social history over the

past hundred years, which has been inextricably tied to questions of power.
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CHAPTER 1V
CINEMA, DANCE, AND BOURGEOIS NATIONALISM: MEDIATED MORALITY,
“CLASSICISM,” AND THE STATE IN MODERN SOUTH INDIA

By now, critical historical work on Bharatanatyam has established the complexity
of nationalist registers upon which the dance was reimagined, restaged, and re-embodied
by urban elites in Madras between the 1930s and the 1950s.”” This critical turn in
understanding the making of the “classical” as a bourgeois project of nationalist
modernity has forced the reconsideration of the social and moral consequences of art
making as well as of the caste- and class-driven aesthetic sensibilities that govern
practices such as today’s Bharatanatyam. In this chapter, I hope to contribute to the arc of
this critical turn by demonstrating how cinematic representations of Bharatanatyam are in
fact the major vehicle through which the nationalist dimensions of the bourgeois
“classicization” project were actualized. Although the cultural nationalists discussed in
the previous chapter—such as Rukmini Arundale, the Sanskrit scholar V. Raghavan, and
the lawyer E. Krishna Iyer—were discursively couching Bharatanatyam in an elitist
nationalist telos, the work of taking this discourse “to the masses” was done by cinema,
and ocular cultures more generally were the vehicles through which cultural nationalism
in South Asia was staged.

In this chapter, I examine the ways in which the image-field of Bharatanatyam in
its totality—taking into account both its staged and cinematic forms—is a cultural
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product and an “imagined community” that stages a peculiar set of collective national
symbolisms (Anderson 97). To a large degree, the elastic folds of religious nationalism in
India have enveloped Bharatanatyam; they have created a discourse of neoconservativism
and figural religious excess that have occluded the dance form’s social history on the one
hand and yoked the artform to new narratives of patriotic piety and Hindu devotionalism
on the other. As a medium that was squarely constructed under the gaze of nationalism
from the 1930s to the 1960s, modern Bharatanatyam often leads to radicalized forms of
Hindu self-assertion (Hindutva) in the public sphere today.

The neoconservativism engendered by contemporary Bharatanatyam also harks
back to the socially and discursively constructed links between nation and woman in the
1920s and 1930s, and so it is not surprising that women’s sexual morality occupies center
stage here, too. As has been previously described, anxieties around women’s chastity and
sexual “purity” are a cornerstone of the whole debate on dance in modern India as well
as, as the passage below illustrates, the debate on the cinema as a “national” medial form.
In this anonymous piece entitled Kutumpa Stirikalum Cinimavum (“Family Women and
Cinema”) from 1938, the author presents cinema as a career option for “respectable”
women (that is, non-courtesan and upper-caste) in the Gandhian spirit of encouraging
women to work for the betterment of the nation:

... There are still newspapers that continuously and firmly decree that family

women should be banned from acting in films, and if they do so, it will affect

their chastity (karpu) and their family lives will also be adversely affected. But
even after such negative and fear-mongering writing, our women are not hiding in
fear and shying away from acting in films. There are other more progressive

newspapers in our land of Bharat [India] that proclaim women are very strong and
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have destroyed their subservience, empowering themselves with knowledge and
acquiring knowledge of carnkitam (sangita, music and dance). They are nowadays
seen in public spaces, taking up roles of leadership in government, courts of law,
giving public speeches and participating in salt marches, resilient as heroic
mothers (virattay). Therefore, acting in films is not an issue, and it is clear that it
will not compromise women’s family life.... They realize the beauty of good
cinema will give rise to devotion (bhakti), knowledge, and values. They also
realize that cinema is not a space that gives rise to prostitution (vipacaram). (43)
In this chapter, I examine how the forces of various kinds of Indian nationalisms
came to bear on representations of dance in the cinema and the effects that such
representations had on stage performances of Bharatanatyam between the late 1930s and
the 1950s. The first half of the chapter focuses on threads of Gandhian nationalism and
the vernacular Tamil “Indianism” in the dance-related cinema work of some prominent
writers and film directors. The second half of the chapter specifically examines morality
and the pedagogic dimensions of the gendered discourse of Bharatanatyam-on-screen,
with a focus on how Bharatanatyam’s unique “classicism”—which I term celluloid
classicism—cannot be understood without reference to the central place of nation and
nationalism, morality, and religion in its earliest instantiations as a modern cultural form.
GANDHIAN NATIONALISM, CINEMA, AND THE ARTS
I would like to begin with the figure of M.K. Gandhi (1869-1948). Gandhian
politics became deeply rooted during the Madras Presidency between the 1920s and the
1940s, and, as I hope to demonstrate below, it became the the anchor for the distinctly
Brahmanic bourgeois cultural nationalism that framed the emergence of Karnatak music
and Bharatanatyam dance as “classical” arts during the twentieth century. Gandhi’s

relationship with the arts and with cinema in particular is densely complex. When it
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comes to his role in the formation of modern Bharatanatyam, he is squarely at the heart of
the devaddst abolition debates of the late 1920s. Davesh Soneji’s recent work has
demonstrated the extent to which Gandhi himself was invested in wider discussions about
morality and womanhood in colonial South India and even Ceylon; in both places,
devadasi women become the ground upon which he staged such discourses for well over
a decade (Soneji, “Siva’s Courtesans,” Unfinished Gestures). As Soneji shows, Gandhi’s
preoccupation with the supposed moral lack represented by the non-conjugal sexuality of
devaddsi women meant that he could not accommodate them in his anticolonial political
struggle, despite their desire to join him; he was also unable to view them as suitable
citizens of the postcolonial nation (Unfinished Gestures 133). It is the trace of suspicion
around the moral dimensions of the performing arts that follows in his deliberations on
the cinema.

As Urvi Mukhopadhyay has argued in a recent essay, Gandhi’s antagonistic
relationship with the cinematic medium was full of contradictions about not only the
medial form but about modernity itself:

...At the same time, his position visibly hardened when it came to the question of

the cinematic medium. Gandhi never acknowledged the cinematic medium as an

emerging popular and effective means of mass communication. When in 1927 the

Indian Cinematograph Committee approached him for his opinion about the state

of Indian films along with a questionnaire, Gandhi showed his disdain for the

medium by calling cinema a “sinful technology.” (418)

The notion of the “sinful” nature of cinema, as discussed in Chapter III, also
becomes a major trope in Tamil vernacular writing. Gandhi’s thoughts on the dubious

morality represented by the cinema are iterated time and time again. Take, for example,
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his famous words to the Indian Cinematograph Committee of 1927: ““...I have never been
to a cinema. But even to an outsider, the evil that it has done and is doing is patent. The
good, if it has done any at all, remains to be proved” (qtd. in Dwyer, “The Case of the
Missing Mahatma” 349). Gandhi forever remained morally skeptical about the cinema,
even as dozens of films were being made about him during his own lifetime. As film
historian Theodore Baskaran has noted, between 1930 and 1932, the state archive records
show that thirteen documentaries about Gandhi, mostly produced in Madras, were banned
(The Message Bearers 200 n.49). Thus, although Gandhi himself eschewed the film
medium, it is clear that large numbers of people—perhaps especially in South India—
were keen on gathering documentary material about Gandhi through that same medium.
Despite Gandhi’s general aversion to new medial forms, the one cultural form that
remained central in his political imaginaire was music. In contrast with dance, which was
explicitly connected to courtesan communities in both north and south India, music, by
the 1920s, had already moved beyond the specters of courtesan cultural production and
into the hands of non-hereditary nationalist practitioners. For example, the Marathi
Brahmin music reformer Vishnu Digambar Paluskar (1872-1931), who started one of
India’s earliest systemic “nationalization” projects for music in North India—the
Gandharva Mahavidyalaya school for “classical” music, which was established in 1901 in
Lahore—also joined Gandhi. In 1921, Lahore performed the famous devotional song
(Bhajan) Raghupati Raghav Rajaram (“King Rama, Scion of the Raghu Clan”) at a rally

in Ahmedabad for Gandhi, and the song subsequently became one of Gandhian
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nationalism’s most cherished anthems and, by extension, a kind of “national song”
(Bakhle 165). The affective potential of music in its various forms was itself a
cornerstone of Indian nationalism during the early decades of the twentieth century, even
as various forms of music were simultaneously under severe censure, appropriation, and
even criminalization. This is perhaps most obvious in the anti-nautch movement, which
dislodged professional hereditary female musicians from the public sphere.

Far more straightforward is the question of institutional forms and practices
related to music in Madras city. The Madras Music Academy, which was discussed at
length in the previous chapter, emerges directly out of the Indian National Congress. In
1927, the Indian National Congress held a meeting in Madras, where S. Satyamurthi
(1887-1943), a famous Brahmin lawyer and member of the Madras Legislative
Assembly, requested that Congress organize an “All-India Music Conference” to
coincide with Congress’ annual meeting. In December of that year, such a conference
was held, and it was suggested that Congress support the creation of an institution for
music in Madras. Thus, the Madras Music Academy was formally inaugurated on August
18, 1928, by eminent Brahmin politician and lawyer Sir C.P. Ramaswami Aiyer (1879-
1966).”* This organization clearly had its roots in the type of cultural nationalism
represented and deployed by Gandhi and the Congress, and it had grave consequences for

the life of Bharatanatyam dance during the post-1930s period.
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“BHARATI NATYAM” AND BHARATANATYAM: THE POET
SUBRAMANIYA BHARATI’S IMPACT ON DANCE AND CINEMA

atuvomé pallu patuvomé ananta cutantiram ataintu vittom enru ||

“Let’s dance, let’s sing, proclaiming that we have achieved ever-blissful

freedom!”

—C. Subrahmaniya Bharati (1882-1921; also danced in the film Nam Iruvar [1947])

It would be very difficult to move forward in this discussion of dance and
nationalism in 1930s Madras without addressing the question of Tamil politics and the
ways in which regional identity politics flow into the realm of popular culture. In the
section that follows, I track the representation of nation and region in Tamil cinema and
Bharatanatyam through the performance of choreographed versions of the poems of the
Tamil nationalist poet C. Subramaniya Bharati (1882-1921). Bharati’s poetry anchors
much of modern Bharatanatyam dance in its emergent phase precisely because it
addresses the constituent issues of nation, religion, gender, and caste, which were so
central to the discursive and somatic reinvention of the dance. Bharati’s songs are
complex from this standpoint. On the one hand, they deploy strong anticolonial
nationalist sentiment, harking to an imagined notion of the nation-as-goddess (Bharata
Mata) and yet also addressing “real” social issues, such as women’s education. In this
section, | make connections between the new medial appropriations of Bharati’s poetry in
Madras city and politics of both nation (India) and region (Tamilnadu), which were at
their height during the 1930s.

The discovery and enunciation of the “Dravidian” and “Indo-Aryan” language

groups during the nineteenth century gave rise to a distinct political force in the Tamil-
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speaking regions of India that is often glossed by the term Dravidianism (Trautmann,
Languages and Nations 103). It is significant, however, that “Dravidianism” is not at all a
homogenous or monolithic category. In her definitive work on Tamil language politics
entitled Passions of the Tongue: Language Devotion in Tamil India, 1891-1970, historian
Sumathi Ramaswamy addresses the complex politics of tamilparru or “devotion to the
Tamil language” during the same period being examined here. Ramaswamy establishes
that Tamil nationalisms around 1920 were multiple and heteroglossic.

From Ramaswamy’s work emerges an analysis of three ideological streams that
approached Tamil language and civilization from varying perspectives. Each of these
ideologies were politicized and exerted considerable influence in the public sphere. As
will be demonstrated later in this chapter, each also had its unique perspective on
Tamilnadu’s relationship to the rest of India at a time when questions of anticolonial
nationalism were paramount. The first fraction consists of those whom Ramaswamy
glosses as “neo-Saivas,” who dwell on the inherent divinity of the Tamil language draw
their inspiration from Saiva religious reforms that stressed the important of recovering a
“pure Tamil” religion that was devoid of Sanskrit or “Aryan” influence. Historian Ravi
Vaithees has recently written a masterful work on Maraimalai Atikal (1876-1950), one of
the chief ideologues of neo-Saivism. The division includes those Ramaswamy calls the
“classicists,” who, following the work of European Orientalists who had recently
“discovered” Tamil texts, deployed Tamil as a marker of civilizational glory and as an

ancient language on par with Sanskrit, Greek, and Latin. The “classicists” differed from
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European Orientalists, who largely saw Tamil as a vernacular language; thus, the
classicists sought to definitively establish it as a “classical language” (uyartanic
cemmoli). The third group—and the one that is most relevant for this discussion of
Bharati—is that of the “Indianists,” who framed their love of Tamil in terms of their love
for India, often invoking the idea of a “mother tongue” and “nation-as-mother” in the
same breath. As Ramaswamy puts it, “Negotiating gingerly between...the shoals of pride
in the nation (tésapimanam) and pride in their language (pasapimanam), Indianism
reminded Tamil speakers that the liberation of Tamil would have to proceed in tandem
with the liberation of India” (Passions of the Tongue 48). It is noteworthy that the
members of this group largely came from upper-caste (often Brahmin) backgrounds and
often allied themselves with pan-Indian Gandhian/Congress politics by the 1920s and
1930s, unlike the neo-Saivas and “classicists,” who identified with regional politics and
were largely non-Brahmin. Moreover, Ramaswamy notes how some “Indianists” cast
doubts on the discourses of “pure Dravidianism” put forth by the classicists and argued
that there “was always a place for Sanskrit” in Tamil civilization (Passions of the Tongue
49).

The nationalist poet C. Subramaniya Bharati is perhaps the best exemplar of this
final category. Bharati was born into a Tamil Brahmin family on December 11, 1882, in
the town of Ettayapuram, near the city of Tirunelveli. He was married at the age of
fourteen to Chellamma, a girl who was seven, as per the custom of child marriage in

Tamil Brahmin families at the time. He was educated in Varanasi, where he learned
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Sanskrit, Hindi, and English. Upon his arrival back to Madras, Bharati joined as Assistant
Editor of the Cutécamittiran, a Tamil newspaper, in 1904. He joined the Indian National
Congress and supported its militant wing along with figures like Bal Gangadhar Tilak
(1856-1920; also known as Lokmanya Tilak) and Aurobindo Ghose (1872-1950). In
1908, when faced with the threat of possible arrest, Bharati fled to the French state of
Pondicherry; he generated his most creative poetic and political output from this location.
In 1918, he re-entered India and was arrested and jailed for several weeks, until he was
released through the intervention of Annie Besant. Throughout his life, he was in touch
with a wider, pan-Indian nationalist network.”” Tilak, Aurobindo, Gandhi, and Sister
Nivedita (born Margaret Noble, a Western disciple of the protonationalist leader Swami
Vivekananda) were all associates of his, and he produced some of the earliest Tamil
translations of their speeches. He died unexpectedly in Madras city in 1921 at the age of
39.%°

Although Bharati did not live long enough to see his poems enter the world of
cinema, it is certainly true that his poems were among the most ubiquitous songs to
appear in the early Tamil cinema (see table 4-1). Bharati’s poetry, which circulated
through the very dense nationalist networks represented by both print culture and
performance, also became part of the semiosis of Tamil cinema within just four years of

its earliest instantiation.”’
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Year Film Poem Music

1935 | Menaka valka nirantaram valka tamil moli T.K. Muthuswamy
1940 | Uttama Puthiran | centamilnattenum potinile S. Velsamy
1947 | Nam Iruvar 1. atuvome pallu patuvomé R. Sudarsanam
2. verriyettu dikkum
1948 | Vedhala Ulagam | 1. oti vilayatu pappa R. Sudarsanam
2. tundir puluvinai pol
3. vacam ulla puparipéné
4. kontu kulivinai pol
5. twratta vilayatu pillai
1949 | Vazhkai parata camutayam valkaveé R. Sudarsanam

Table 4-1. Some of the earliest (pre-1950) films to incorporate the poems of Subramaniya

Bharati.

The first known Tamil film to incorporate the songs of Bharati is Menaka (“The
Heavenly Courtesan Menaka,” 1935). The poem chosen here is Valka Nirantaram Valka
Tamil Moli (“Prosper Forever, May the Tamil Language Prosper”), a song that places the
politics of Tamil language devotion into a wider “pan-Indian” notion of civilizational
grandeur. During this early phase, the songs of Bharati appear alongside a host of other
songs that profess Gandhian “Indianist” nationalism.”

Unlike the earlier films, the film Nam Iruvar (“We Two,” 1947) consciously
markets itself as a film that features Bharati. One advertisement explicitly announces it as
follows: “Coming! Bharathi in Talkie! Hear the National Songs of the Immortal Poet in
AVM Productions’ We Two.” Nam Iruvar will be addressed in greater detail later in this
chapter as part of the discussion of the figure of the Brahmin dancer-actress Kamala
Lakshman. For now, I would like to focus on another concrete example of the integration

of Bharati’s poems into Bharatanatyam from an archival source dated 1939. This is a
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spread in the Tamil magazine called Hanuman, written by an anonymous author, that
features the devadasi dancer-turned-acttress T.M. Pattammal in an article entitled

“Bharati Natyam” (Parati Nattiyam), a wordplay on the term Bharatanatyam (see fig. 4-

1.

Fig. 4-1. Two pages from a four-page spread of T.M. Pattammal entitled “Bharati
Natyam (Parati Nattiyam),” showing her dancing to the Bharati poem Colla Vallayo
Kiliye (“Will You Be Able to Tell, My Bird?”). Hanuman (Antu Malar, 1939, p. 44, 46).

(Courtesy Roja Muthiah Research Library.)

T.M. Pattammal (dates unknown) came from a devaddsi community in the town
of Thirukkazhukundram. She was learning dance from Thirukkazhukundram Turaicami
Nattuvanar (dates unknown), who was also teaching Vazhuvoor Ramaiah Pillai. Ramaiah
Pillai later started teaching Pattammal. She became known as his first student (Sundaram,
Marapu Vali 235). It is not clear how she entered the cinema, but she acted in at least two

films in 1939: Jothi (“Flame,” 1939) and Maya Macchindra (“Matsyendranatha, the
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Magician,” 1939), which was inspired by the earlier Hindi/Marathi film of the same
name. The original Maya Macchindra was produced in 1932, and it was one of the first
Indian films to use “special effects” technologies.” The poem by Bharati that Pattammal
dances to in the magazine spread, entitled Colla Vallayo Kiliye, is in the genre of kili-
pattu (“songs to the kili or parrot”). In the poem, the lovelorn heroine speaks to a parrot,
which is a symbol of erotic love. She asks the parrot to act as a messenger (diita, titan)
and to carry a message to her beloved. In the spread, Pattammal is depicted in a set of
photographs that capture explicitly, though gesture, moments from the poem. In one shot,
which is a representation of the line in which the god Siva is invoked, Pattammal dresses
as Siva and assumes the pose of Siva-Nataraja. This poem is perhaps one of those to
which Bharati himself assigned a rdga (tonic scale), since the rdga Curutti is listed here
in 1939, and this is the way the song is rendered in all concerts of Karnatak vocal music
today. The text of the poem, as it is reproduced in the spread, is as follows:

Pallavi

Will you be able to tell him, O kili,
will you be able to tell?

Anupallavi
Ask the Lord Murukan holding the lance,

to come and talk to all of us.

Caranams

Ask the darling son of the

Lord who Dances in Cidambaram (Siva-Nataraja),
to come here, join us, and be filled with joy
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How could he have completely forgotten

what happened that day at dusk

near the water lily pond

amidst the jasmine plants there?

Ask him to recall the beautiful words he spoke

while we were walking hand-in-hand in the desert,

while he uttered an oath to me,

with his lance as witness.

Many of Bharati’s other poems, such as the very famous Cinnanciru Kiliyé
(“Darling Little Parrot”) were performed first in the cinema and then later adapted to
stage performances of music and Bharatanatyam. Cinnanciru Kiliyé first featured in the
1951 film Manamagal (“The Bride”), which, among other things, was the debut film for
the dancer-actress Padmini, who will be discussed in greater detail later in this chapter. In
the film, the song is rendered by the playback vocalists M.L. Vasanthakumari (1928-
1990; from the devadasi community) and V.N. Sundaram. Although these poems are not
nationalist in content, the fact that they are works of Bharati—and explicitly named as
such—draws audiences into the political world through aesthetics. Bharati’s poems (e.g.,
Colla Vallayo Kiliye, Cinnanciru Kiliyé) are thus imbued with nationalist significance
due to their authorship and their allegorical or symbolic value as “women’s songs” or
“bhakti [devotional] poetry,” both of which are front-and-center literary forms deployed
during late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Indian nationalism. The presence of
Bharati’s poems in the worlds of early twentieth-century Bharatanatyam and Tamil

cinema index the role of bourgeois nationalism in the crafting of both of these medial

forms. The gendered focus—the idea of woman-as-nation, the sexual morality of female

166



citizens of the nation, and female education—anchors Bharatanatyam and the early Tamil
cinema in the larger political debates and framework of middle-class nationalism in early
twentieth century India.
THE BOURGEOIS PEN: DANCE IN THE WRITER’S IMAGINATION,
GANDHIAN NATIONALISM, AND THE CASE OF “KALKI”
KRISHNAMURTHY

The early Tamil cinema also cannot be divorced from the writings of another
major bourgeois nationalist figure, Ramaswamy Aiyer Krishnamurthy, who wrote under
the pen name Kalki (1899-1954). Kalki is significant for this study because he, like K.
Subrahmanyam and other Brahmin elites in Madras, was at the epicenter of a new form
of cultural nationalism that was staged through intermedial strategies. Although Kalki
functioned primarily as a writer, his work flows through popular print culture and enters
the modern Tamil theater, the cinema, and even stage performances of Bharatanatyam.
Kalki is also significant because Gandhian nationalism—and Indian nationalism more
generally—is in fact mobilized in Tamilnadu through his intermedial interventions, much
as it is through K. Subrahmanyam’s films.

Kalki was born in the village of Puttamangalam in Thanjavur district. Early in his
life, he met Gandhi, and he later met the Gandhian politician C. Rajagopalachari (1878-
1972; also known as Rajaji), both of whom deeply inspired him. In 1923, he moved to
Madras, where he began writing in the Tamil literary magazine Navasakti (A.
Ramnarayan 73). He also translated Gandhi’s autobiography into Tamil under the title

Cattiya Cotanai (“Test for Truth”) and he was heavily involved in the production of
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anticolonial literature that drew heavily from the idioms of Gandhian nationalism. A
large part of Kalki’s popularity as a writer and political commentator came from the fact
that his writing crossed genres and forms:
A multi-faceted writer who took on each aspect of the nationalist challenge to
British rule, Kalki employed different pen-names (ten in all) under which he
successfully experimented with different genres for popular magazines: he wrote
fiction as Kalki, nonfiction as Raki, and reviewed the arts under the pseudonym
Karnatakam. The pseudonyms afforded [Kalki] Krsnamurti the opportunity to
perform a variety of identities for his audiences.... (A. Ramnayaran 8)
He wrote extensively for one of the most widely read middle-class Tamil
magazines, Ananta Vikatan. In 1941, together with T. Sadasivam (the husband of the
devadasr artist M.S. Subbulakshmi), he created one of the most widely distributed

magazines in the history of Tamil print, which was also called Kalki.'”’

The startup funds
for Kalki magazine were raised through screenings of the film Savitri (1941), in which
M.S. Subbulakshmi reluctantly played the role of the mythical male sage Narada (A.
Ramnayaran 77).

In addition to writing serialized novels and reviews of stage Bharatanatyam
performances, Kalki was also actively involved in the world of the early Tamil cinema,
even before he started Kalki magazine. During the late 1930s, he wrote a serialized novel
in the magazine Ananta Vikatan called Tiyakapiimi (“Land of Sacrifice”), which had
questions of Brahmin identity, untouchability, and anticolonial nationalism at its heart. In
1939, the proprietor of Ananta Vikatan magazine, S.S. Vasan (1904-1969), decided to
finance and distribute a film version of Tiyakapiumi, with K. Subrahmanyam as director.

The musician Papanasam Sivan played the male lead, while K. Subrahmanyam’s second

168



wife, S.D. Subbulakshmi (who was discussed at length in Chapter II) played the female
lead. After running for twenty-two weeks, the film was banned by the British
Government in India for its alleged anticolonial and pro-Congress stance.'®' Kalki’s next
major venture in the world of cinema was the scripting of the film Meera (1945), which
was about the sixteenth-century Rajasthani female saint Mirabai.'** Kalki wrote the script
and also penned many of the lyrics for the songs included in the film. The film was
produced by Kalki’s magazine partner, T. Sadasivam, and featured Sadasivam’s wife
M.S. Subbulakshmi (1916-2004) in the title role as Mirabat. The film was directed by the
American filmmaker Ellis R. Dungan (1909-2001). It was so popular that, in 1947—just
two years after its original release—it was partly remade, partly dubbed into Hindi, and
rereleased nationally. In 1955, Kalki’s novel Kalvanin Katali (“The Thief’s Lover”),
which originally appeared as a serialized novel in Ananta Vikatan in 1935, was made into
a Tamil film of the same name, Kalavanin Kathali.

Kalki’s proximity to the projects of Brahmin cultural custodianship in the
twentieth century is perhaps most clearly demonstrated in his celebrations of the “post-
revival” Bharatanatyam in Madras and his incorporation of dance- and music-related
themes into his own work.'® In 1944, Kalki wrote one of his monumental novels,
Civakamiyin Capatam (“Civakami’s Vow”), a historical romance about the seventh-
century Tamil king Narasimhavarman and a fictional courtesan named Civakami.'** By
the time he wrote this novel, Kalki was already somewhat of a literary celebrity in the

world of the early Tamil cinema, and his thoughts immediately turned to making the
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novel into a film. Kalki apparently approaches Rukmini Arundale to play the role of
Civakami. Akhila Ramnarayan narrates the incident as follows:

...Kalki asked Rukmini Devi Arundale, a controversial practitioner of south
Indian dance who founded her own dance academy Kalakshetra in 1936, to play
the character of Civakami on film.... In invoking this figure, Kalki’s sole aim
appears to be the valorization of the form itself for his target audience, largely
brahminical and middle-class. In 1936, Kalki wrote a glowing review of a
performance by Rukmini Devi Arundale held at the Theosophical Society in
Madras, exclaiming: “When Srimati Rukmini Devi Arundale took the stage, for
one second, one wondered whether the performance was set in the heavens.... To
gain greatness in a chosen art form is not just a matter of pride in its achievement
nor the desire to achieve perfection. Each and every art form has some aspects
that cannot be learned through diligence, [aspects] that are instinctively known.
Rukmini Devi has been endowed with this intrinsic ability in the realm of dance.”
(qtd. in Sunda 366). Having established Arundale’s closeness to divinity, a kind
of eulogizing that repeatedly accompanies Civakami’s performance in the novel,
Kalki remarks approvingly: “Her attire and ornaments were tastefully chosen,
befitting the occasion. The costume and ornamentation was in accordance with
the ancient traditions of the Tamil people; however, the new was intermingled
with the old.... [Her costume] was comfortable enough for dance moves, yet
when you observed her in motion, it seemed as though a figurine carved by a
sculptor in ancient times had come to life” (qtd. in Sunda 366-67).... Kalki is here
a strong advocate of innovations in costuming and performance that he naturalizes
as “tasteful,” appropriate, and pleasing to the eye, aesthetic and moral categories
acceptable to the brahmin palate. (87-88)

Ramnarayan also relates an incident in which Kalki reluctantly went to watch a
dance performance by T. Balasaraswati at a wedding in Madras, after which he is
convinced of the superiority of Bharatanatyam over new medial forms such as the
modern cinema, even while he locates the dance in the emergent intermedial cultural
world of 1930s Madras. At the same time, he also casts Balasaraswati as an exceptional
devadast artist, enabling him to carefully maneuver around his own moral implication in

the act of watching a performance of devadasi dance:
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The descendant of a centuries-old musical and performance lineage patronized by
the Tanjore court, Balasaraswati first performed in Kalki’s presence at a wedding.
Kalki and T.K.C went to see her unwillingly.... “At the time, T.K.C. and Kalki
opposed this dance form. They were shocked that it was being performed at a
wedding. However, after the kutcheri [concert] they changed their views. After
witnessing the kinds of shastras [texts] and traditions contained in the art, they
said, ‘This art form, with its rich evocations of rasa, has evolved out of the most
elevated creative realms; along with the aesthetic response it generates, it is
capable of eliciting emotions relating to the divine in the most sophisticated
manner’” (qtd. in Sunda 364). Kalki writes of the same performance in 1933:
“When I watched Veenai Dhanammal’s granddaughter Balasaraswati dance...I
realized that she was one performer in Tamilnad who had extraordinary ability....
In modern times, when comparing [this art to] western cinema and talkies and the
kinds of dancing we view in them, it is obvious that Bharata Natyam easily
outclasses the rest.” (qtd. in Sunda 365)

The figure of Kalki is one very concrete example of the emergence of a distinctly
Tamil Brahmin cultural nationalism in which Brahmins are understood almost
exclusively as custodians and brokers of the arts. This kind of bourgeois Brahmanic
nationalism becomes the long-standing and paradigmatic framework in which the arts are
understood, institutionalized, and consumed for much of the twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries.
K. SUBRAHMANYAM AS FILMMAKER AND PATRON OF DANCE

Some aspects of the life of K. Subrahmanyam were discussed in Chapter II, where
his “second wife”’—S.D. Subbulakshmi from the devaddsi community—was also
introduced. In the section that follows, however, I would like to elaborate on
Subrahmanyam’s engagement with nationalism through the cinema and dance. As an

iconic filmmaker whose life and work have been memorialized by the nation,
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Subrahmanyam has also been the subject of a recent English-language biography by M.R.
Rangarajan entitled K. Subrahmanyam: A Biography.

K. Subrahmanyam was born on April 20, 1904, in the village of Papanasam near
the town of Kumbhakonam, to the eminent Brahmin lawyer C.S. Krishnaswamy Iyer and
his wife Venkatalakshmi. Anecdotally, it is known that, as a child, he studied the
Brahmin ritual theater form known as Bhagavata Méla Natakam.'* Although I do not
wish to rehearse his whole life story here, it can be found in the book by Rangarajan
mentioned above as well as in Nrithyodaya Jubilee Commemoration Volume by Kannan
and Kannan (28-32). I would like to focus here on two important aspects of
Subrahmanyam’s work as a filmmaker: 1) his involvement in the production of films
focused on nationalism and issues of social “reform”; and 2) his unfinished project
Narttana Murali (1945), a film about dance and its consequences for the
institutionalization of dance in Madras.

Subrahmanyam gave up a potential career in law after completing a degree at the
Madras Law College to take up a position as Assistant Director to Raja Sandow (1895-
1943) on some of the earliest silent films produced in South India during the 1930s. He
comes into his own by the late 1930s, when he makes films on somewhat unconventional
themes such as Balayogini (“The Ascetic Girl Child,” 1937), which offered some
commentary on caste discrimination, child marriage, and the treatment of widows
(Baskaran, The Message Bearers 131-132). One of Subrahmanyam’s monumental films

was Sevasadanam (‘“House of Service,” 1938). This was based on a Hindi novel by
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Munshi Premchand called Sevasadan (1918), which was subsequently translated and
serialized for publication in S.S. Vasan’s magazine Ananta Vikatan.'"® In 1938,
Subrahmanyam bought the rights for the film from Vasan for Rs. 4000, the highest
amount paid in South India for such a purchase at the time (Pillai, Madras Studios 152).
However, Subrahmanyam’s most well-known and most feted film was inspired by
Kalki’s novel of the same name, Thyagabhoomi (“Land of Sacrifice,” 1939). This film
drew heavily from Gandhian nationalist ideology, and it also addressed issues
surrounding discrimination against Dalits. The protagonist is a Brahmin “reformer”
named Sambhu Sastri (played by the Brahmin musician Papanasam Sivan) who is called
“the Gandhi of Tamilnadu” in the film (Baskaran, 7The Message Bearers 138). In the film,
the protagonist is depicted as a musician who goes to Madras in search of a job as a
music teacher, while his granddaughter is depicted as a child dancer. Not only does the
film affirm music and dance’s links to Brahmins and Gandhian notions of the utopic
nation-state, but it also links these art forms to religion. Indeed, the end products (and
success) of elite nationalist projects of cultural “recuperation” can clearly be seen here.
Throughout the film, Sambha Sastri’s Gandhian project of reform receives divine
ordination from a goddess called Ambika. In the words of Baskaran, “As a filmmaker
conscious of the religious and social background of his audience, Subrahmanyam
established his credibility by affirming his faith in God and religion. Moreover, the anti-
caste appeal of the film gained greater impact from the fact that most of the team who

worked on the film were Brahmins” (The Message Bearers 138). Subrahmanyam’s
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cinematic interventions, which were widely understood as “social breakthroughs,” thus
cannot be divorced from their location in the project of bourgeois cultural nationalism
and the heavily Brahmin-inflected contours of this project in 1930s Madras.

It is against this backdrop that I would like to shift focus to Subrahmanyam’s
relationship to dance, specifically through a discussion of an unfinished film called
Narttana Murali (“The Dancing Flute,” 1945). The film remained unfinished due to the
outbreak of World War II. Like the film Jalaja (1938), which was examined in Chapter
I, Narttana Murali would have been one of the earliest films entirely about dance.
Unlike Jalaja, however, Narttana Murali emerged at a time when Bharatanatyam was
becoming a “respectable” pastime for young upper-caste women,; it also occurred at a
time when Bharatanatyam’s symbolic framework had been fully reworked and
Bharatanatyam was becoming understood as India’s “national” dance form. In Jalaja, the
central role played by religion in representations of Bharatanatyam was evident: in the
final scene, the devadasi heroine sublimates her identity into that of the dancing god
Siva-Nataréja; Narttana Murali affirms a similar representation. Narttana Murali is
actually a cluster of mythological narratives about the god Krsna, which are represented
through the various “classical” dance styles of India. By 1945, when Subrahmanyam
conceived of this project, Bharatanatyam, Kathak, Manipuri, and Kathakali had all been
marked by the term classical, having been brought into the ambit of the cultural discourse

of a “national cultural revival.” Subrahmanyam thus envisaged Narttana Murali as film

that would bring all of these dance forms into dialogue, in a move that parallels the
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state’s philosophy of “national integration” that comes into occupy center stage during
the period of Nehruvian nationalism from the late 1940s onward (see, for example,
Parekh 78).'"’

As has already been demonstrated, Subrahmanyam’s ties to dance and music run
quite deep, and they are also key elements of his personal life, including his own training
in Bhagavata Mgla Natakam as a child and his intimate relationship with the devadasi
artist S.D. Subbulakshmi. The film Narttana Murali also represents a somewhat mature
phase in the “classicization” of the arts; by this time, Kalakshetra has been established in
Madras, dance is being taught at a number of private institutions across India, and state-
sponsored patronage of the arts is clearly on the horizon. Subrahmanyam himself
eventually is involved in such state-sponsored cultural activities during the post-1947
period.'*®

Unlike the sources available for Jalaja, archival references to Narttana Murali are
very few and far between. [ have only been able to trace one advertisement for the film
(see fig. 4-2), and, to my knowledge, no songbook for the film exists. I draw, therefore,
on ethnographic conversations with Subrahmanyam’s daughter, Padma Subrahmanyam

(b. 1943) for information about the film.
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Fig. 4-2. Advertisement for the film Narttana Murali (“The Dancing Flute”) directed by
K. Subrahmanyam, Pécum Patam magazine (March 1945, p. 6). (Private Collection of

S.V. Jayababu.)

Padma Subrahmanyam clearly understands her father as a cultural nationalist, and
she presents him as a steward for “the essence of Indian culture, which for him meant the
classical arts.” She outlined how her father aligned “classical” dances from various
regions of India with various scenes in the film Narttana Murali. From the standpoint of
Bharatanatyam’s twentieth-century history, this move brought Bharatanatyam into
conversation with other dance forms and reified the new narrative of the “pan-Indian”
nature of the performing arts, thereby allowing Bharatanatyam to flow—through new
institutions and new visual representations—into conversation with other regional
cultures of India:

He was a revolutionary—he spoke against caste and child marriage and also

spoke about supporting the freedom and liberation of women and other socially

relevant issues. But he was very sensitive and conscious about the essence of

Indian culture, which for him meant the classical arts. He wanted to produce and
direct a full dance film called Narttana Murali. They rehearsed for one year. This
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was supposed to be one of the first films entirely about dance and was to be made
simultaneously in Tamil and Hindi, from Madras. He conceived the movie with
various episodes from [the god] Krsna’s life being interpreted through the various
classical dance styles of India. So, for example, the lullaby for Krsna was
supposed to be in the Manipuri dance style, whereas the episode of his liberating
the demoness Piitana was supposed to be in Kathakali style. One hundred dancers
were trained by six or seven dance teachers for a year. The teachers and
choreographers for the film included Vazhuvoor Ramaiah Pillai and Kuttralam
Ganesan Pillai for Bharatanatyam, Guru Gopinath for Kathakali, Guru Kamini
Kumar Sinha for Rabindra Nrtya, Kumaran Aasan for folk dance, and Guru
Gadhak and Guru Bhola Nath Sharma for Kathak. All these masters were brought
to Madras. Narttana Murali was quite an ambitious project!

Padma Subrahmanyam also described to me how the shelving of Narttana Murali
was inadvertently the reason for the birth of the dance school created by K.
Subrahmanyam, which Padma now heads:

Narttana Murali was not produced because World War II broke out and film was
not available. Chennai had to be evacuated. There was a bombing. The music was
done by a variety of composers, including a man named Parthasarathy Iyengar
(for the Bharatanatyam pieces) and Moti Babu (for the Hindustani part), and the
lyrics were composed in both Tamil and Hindi. My father had his film company
called Madras United Artists Corporation. Even before All India Radio had a
vadya vrada (orchestra), my father had a classical Karnatak vadya vrnda, from the
1930s until the war broke out, consisting of thirty musicians. The musicians were
all on the payroll of [the Madras United Arts Cooperation], which also cut
records. The rehearsals used to take place on Kutcheri Road. When the
government declared that Madras had to be evacuated, he told his musicians to
return to their villages. My father himself was thinking of going back to his native
village Papanasam or my mother’s native place, Nagapattinam. All his artists and
technicians said, “We’ll all stay with you, we won’t leave you.” He was very
paternal in nature, truly loving with no axe to grind. So over 200 people went with
him to his village and they were all living together. He made them start teaching
music and dance to the people in the village. And that’s how my school,
Nrithyodaya, was born. When he returned to Madras, he established Nrithyodaya
here. He made it so that students could learn dance for free. At that time, in 1942,
he thought training in Bharatanatyam was becoming too expensive! Can you
imagine?
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Finally, Padma addressed the afterlives of the incomplete film Narttana Murali,
stating that the famous dancers from Kerala known as the “Travancore Sisters”—Lalitha
(1930-1982), Padmini (1932-2006), and Ragini (1937-1976)—began to use the
soundtrack of the film in their own stage performances of Bharatanatyam “dance-
dramas” during the 1950s:

So Narttana Murali was never made. There were posters though, and the movie

was advertised. Our school had a performing wing called “Natana Kala Seva.” It

was in that institution that the sisters Lalitha, Padmini, and Ragini were constantly
featured. They used all the songs from Narttana Murali for their own
performances. Their dance-dramas “Krishna Tulabharam” and

“Parijatapaharanam” featured music and lyrics from my father’s unmade film

Narttana Murali. So although the film was never released, thanks to the trio, its

songs and music continued to live on the proscenium stage.

Other elements of Narttana Murali also survived in one of K. Subrahmanyam’s
last films, Geetha Gandhi (“Song of Gandhi,” 1949), which was completed and released
in 1949. This film featured his daughter, Padma, playing the role of the child-god Krsna
at the age of five. It melded aspects of Hindu mythology with Gandhian nationalism, a
strategy that would become a mainstay of popular Bharatanatyam in the decades that
followed. Fortunately, the songbook for Geetha Gandhi still exists (see fig. 4-3), and it
states that two choreographers for the film—Pandit Bholanath Sharma and Ghadak—
were scheduled to choreograph for Narttana Murali, whereas another nattuvanar is listed
only as “Muttucuvami,” a reference to V.S. Muthuswami Pillai (1921-1992; he will be

discussed in greater detail in Chapter V). The songbook also is peppered with nationalist

slogans such as Jai Hind (“Victory to India”).
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Therefore, in the figure of K. Subrahmanyam, it is evident how Gandhian
nationalism, dance, and the institutionalization of dance and dance pedagogy were linked
through the culture of cinema making. Subrahmanyam’s legacy ironically did not live
through the cinema, but it survives most potently through the dance career of his daughter
Padma, who today blends forms of Hindu nationalism with dance and presents a vision of
Bharatanatyam’s past that is rooted in Sanskrit texts, Brahminic Hinduism, and the idea

of a Hindu nation.'”’
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Fig. 4-3. The songbook of Geetha Gandhi (1949), mentioning the names of
choreographers and the nationalist chant “Jai Hind” (Jéy Hint!). (Private Collection of

S.V. Jayababu.)

HOME, NATION, AND RELIGION: KAMALA AND THE MAKING OF
BHARATANATYAM AS POPULAR VISUAL ICON

As has already been demonstrated, by the end of the 1930s, dance had entered the

visual space of the cinema in an almost ubiquitous and seamless manner. If the seeds of
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nationalism were sown through dance in cinema through films like Jalaja and the early
films of K. Subrahmanyam during the 1930s, the 1940s marked the entrance of Kamala
Lakshman (b. 1934) onto the scene. Kamala’s dance repopulated the aesthetic canvas of
Bharatanatyam dance. Her dance was markedly different; it was athleticized and virtuosic
in a new way. Perhaps more importantly, however, Kamala’s dance was inextricably
yoked to representations of home and nation in distinctly palpable ways. In the section
that follows, I track a small number of Kamala’s vast representations of Bharatanatyam
dance on screen to illustrate how the new form of Bharatanatyam she came to represent
came with nationalist strings attached. In other words, it could not be understood without
the discursive and performative scaffolding of nation, womanhood, and religion that
came to be the signposts of the new Bharatanatyam.

Figures such as Kamala served to visually relocate the dance in a mythical
cultural imagination that displaced the dance’s real social historical connections to the
courtesan community, and they also enforced a social bifurcation of women who were
performing dance in the 1930s and 1940s. In the North Indian context, Usha Iyer has
referred to this bifurcation as the performative “spaces of the Bai and the Devi” (“Film
Dance” 132), with the term bai (“lady”) referring to courtesans and the term devi
(“goddess”) being self-consciously appended onto the names of non-courtesan
performers in the twentieth century as a sign of respectability. Iyer deploys the devi
paradigm to refer to figures such as Vyjayanthimala (b. 1933), who are among the earliest

generation of upper-caste dancing actresses from South India to perform in the Hindi
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cinema. In South India, Kamala undoubtedly occupies such a role. Kamala’s
cosmopolitan Brahmin identity, coupled with her apprenticeship under the nattuvanar
Vazhuvoor Ramaiah Pillai, set the aesthetic pace for staged performances of
Bharatanatyam in Madras. It was her work that persistently straddled the stage and
cinema (not that of Rukmini Arundale and Madras’ intellectual elites) and that brought
Bharatanatyam to South India’s middle class in the 1940s. In that sense, Kamala has
become an inconic figure in the worlds of both cinema and reinvented Bharatanatyam.' "

Kamala Lakshman’s debut in cinema was as a child actress in the film Valibar
Sangam (“Association of the Youth,” 1938), in which she performed a single dance.
Meanwhile, at the Madras Music Academy—an institution that thought of itself as an
organ of the Congress Party—a handful of devaddsis were performing in public as part of
that institution’s attempts to “save the baby from the bathwater.” In other words, they
were hoping to save Bharatanatyam from devadasis, whose lifestyles were
simultaneously being criminalized by the Madras Legislative Assembly. The same year
that Valibar Sangam was released, a devaddsi named Balachandra performed at the
Academy. It is in this visual and performative public space of urban consumption that,
perhaps even more forcefully than in the legal debates around devadasi reform, the
tensions between women’s sexuality, domesticity, caste, and aesthetics were
foregrounded in a palpable way.

Kamala (also known as Kumari Kamala, before her marriage) was born into a

Tamil Brahmin family in 1934 and trained in dance as child, beginning around age four,
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in Bombay.'"!

When she and her family moved to Madras, she trained with the
nattuvanar Muthukumara Pillai (1874-1960) and later with Vazhuvoor Ramaiah Pillai
(1910-1991), eventually becoming a “poster child” for the Vazhuvoor “school” of
Bharatanatyam, which was really only perpetuated by Ramaiah Pillai.''* The Kamala-
Ramaiah Pillai pairing was extremely popular on urban stages, and Ramaiah Pillai
himself was conscious of the snowball effect that Kamala’s dance had on Madras
audiences. He choreographed the pampu natanam (“snake dance”), the kuratti (“gypsy
dance”), and even the ninth-century saint-goddess Antal’s Tamil poems on her, and these
were consumed in large doses by urban elites. Indeed, these images—the snake dance,
the Antal dance, and so on—were also simultaneously depicted in cinema (see Chapter
VI). It was this “new” Bharatanatyam that embodied identifiable resonances between the
stage and screen and that “popularized” the form among middle-class women.

In 1947, the same year that India became independent, Kamala acted in a film
entitled Nam Iruvar (“We Two”). Among other things, this film celebrated the
independence movement and the figure of Gandhi in particular. Indeed, the marketing for

the film—as seen in the rare image reproduced here as fig. 4-4—prominently displayed

the scene inwhich Kamala garlands a statue of Gandhi while dancing.
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Fig. 4-4. Advertisements for the film Nam Iruvar (“We Two,” 1947). (Courtesy Roja

Muthiah Research Library.)

The song Makan Kantiye Makan (“Gandhi is Great!”) remains one of the most
popular sequences in the entire film; it is regularly broadcast on Tamil TV channels,
especially on occasions such as Independence Day and Republic Day. The sequence
opens with a shot of a framed painting of Bharat Mata (the nation as goddess), a
ubiquitous visual symbol that makes the link between women, religion, and nation
concrete and ever present in the popular imagination (Ramaswamy, The Goddess and the
Nation 72). The camera then pans to an image of Kamala, who holds a garland in her
hand and hums a tune. Like the poster for the film, this clip speaks to several registers:
nation, gender, caste, class, and aesthetics. Kamala, who is seen in the midst of middle-
class domestic markers—a spacious home, Western-style furniture, and a radio—
garlands a home shrine that is dedicated to Gandhi while interpreting a patriotic song
through abhinaya. By this point, dance has already been brought “into the home.” It has

become a symbol of what Partha Chatterjee describes as the “inner world” or the home
183



(ghar), which is the space of the ideal female citizen in nationalist rhetoric (Chatterjee
119-121).

The film Nam Iruvar also includes a song by Subramania Bharati, Afuvome Pallu
Patuvomeé (“Let’s Dance, Let’s Sing, Proclaiming That We Have Achieved Ever-Blissful

'77

Freedom!”), which is perhaps one of the most spectacular moments in the film. This
sequence mobilizes the visual and symbolic vocabulary of Gandhian nationalism in
unprecedented ways, and Kamala—Iliterally dancing on, in, and through this semiotic
world—weaves Bharatanatyam into its fabric. The sequence is unique in that a doubling
technology makes it appear that there are twin Kamalas dancing throughout the song. The
“two Kamalas” dance to backdrops that consist of images of the early Indian flag
(marked with Gandhi’s spinning wheel), the map of India with an image of Bharat Mata

inscribed in the middle, a map made of glowing oil lamps, and then, finally, the god Siva-

Nataraja, who stands in as a symbol of both nation and religion (see fig. 4-5).

Fig. 4-5. Kamala dances aruvomé pallu patuvomé against the backdrop of the map and

Bharat Mata in Nam Iruvar (1947). (Private Collection of S.V. Jayababu.)
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Through a number of other films, Kamala traverses the full spectrum of cultural
nationalisms in South India. Although the sequences in Nam [ruvar actualize a Bharati-
Gandbhi nationalist matrix, other sequences explicitly foreground the “Tamilness” of the
arts in an attempt to offer commentary on Tamil populist politics. In the film
Manthirikumari (“The Minister’s Daughter,” 1950) (see fig. 4-6), the last Tamil film
directed American filmmaker Ellis Dungan, Kamala performs the song Icai Tamilé

3 The film itself stars

Initana (“There is No Joy Greater Than That of Tamil Music”).
M.G. Ramachandran in the lead and was written by M. Karunanidhi, both of whom
would later go on to become Chief Ministers of Tamilnadu in the 1970s and 1980s. The
film is loosely based on the fifth-century Tamil Buddhist epic text Kuntalakeci, and it had
what Randor Guy once described as a “strong political slant” in its explicit celebration of
the Tamil past (“Manthirikumari (1950)”"). Kamala’s song and dance for Icai Tamile

Initana also enables Bharatanatyam to be incorporated into an emergent “new

generation” Dravidianist politics during the 1950s.
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Fig. 4-6. Kamala performs the song Icai Tamile Initana (“There is No Joy Greater Than
That of Tamil Music”) in the film Manthirikumari (1950). Kuntiici magazine (July 1950,

p. 26). (Courtesy Roja Muthiah Research Library.)

Although so much more could be said about Kamala and her associations with
bourgeois nationalist representations of Bharatanatyam through the 1940s and early
1950s, I now turn to a film that was made long after Kamala was a recognized celebrity,
after she had acted in Hindi films, and also after she had made a very successful career as
a Bharatanatyam dancer. One of Lakshman’s most memorable films was the big-budget
Tamil film Konjum Salangai (“A Little Jingle of the Dancing Bells,” 1962). This film is
effectively the “end product” of Kamala’s career. It is a complete and near-watertight
rescripting of Bharatanatyam’s history and a radical reformation of its aesthetics; more
generally, it reflects a new and explicitly religious spirit that was beginning to dominate
the dance’s representation and continues to do so up to the present.

Set in nineteenth-century South India, Konjum Salangai presents a kind of fantasy

world of temple dance and music in resplendent technicolor. The film was directed by
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M.V. Raman (1913-?), and the music was composed by M.S. Subbaiah Naidu (1914-
1979). The narrative of the film revolved around the love triangle between a young
handsome musician (played by actor Gemini Ganesan [1920-2005]), a temple singer
(played by actress Savitri [1937-1981]), and a temple dancer (played by Kamala). All
three characters represented professional artists from the devadasi community, which by
1962 had reinvented itself as the politically mobile icai vélalar caste.

Kamala plays a devadasi in this film. A woman from a real devaddsi background,
Kuchalakumari (who was discussed in Chapter II), plays her nemesis. In one scene in the
film (see fig. 4-7), Kamala and Kuchalakumari are pitted against each other in a dance
competition set in an elaborate palace ornamented with giant images of the dancing Siva-
Nataraja. After a sequence that includes both dancers drawing images of animals with
their feet after dipping them in colored powder, there is a long and somewhat boisterous
rhythmic sequence in which Kuchalakumari loses the competition and Kamala is
celebrated for her dancing prowess, which is perhaps a fitting evocation of
Bharatanatyam’s social history. Indeed, Kamala’s vigorous, athletic dancing—which will
be described in greater detail in the discussion of Ramaiah Pillai in Chapter V—was
unmatched by any dancer before her. The point I wish to make here is that this kind of

dancing simply did not exist before Kamala’s appearance on screen.
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Fig. 4-7. Screen capture of Kamala (/eft) and Kuchala Kumari (right) in the dance

competition sequence from Konjum Salangai (1962).

In addition to a new kind of highly athleticized virtuosity, sequences from
Konjum Salangai also provided audiences with commentary on Bharatanatyam’s past.
Arguably the most popular song and dance sequence in the film is Kana Kan Koti
Véentum (“You Need a Million Eyes to See”) (see fig. 4-8). The lyrics of the song and the
choreography are in praise of localized Hindu deities: Siva at the Chidambaram temple,
Visnu at the Srirangam temple, the goddess MinaksT at the Madurai temple, Murukan at
the Thiruchendur temple, and, finally, the female saint-goddess Antal at Srivilliputtur and
Srirangam. In the last of these sequences, Kamala dresses as Antal, which by this time
was already an established feature of her stage performances of Bharatanatyam.''* The
sequence was choreographed by another popular nattuvanar, Karaikkal Dandayudhapani

Pillai (1923-1974), who was a contemporary of Lakshman’s teacher Ramaiah Pillai.
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Fig. 4-8. Screen capture of Kamala in two scenes from the song Kana Kan Koti Véntum
in the film Konjum Salangai. On the left, she plays a devadasi with her music troupe; in

the scene on the right, the devadast is dressed as the saint-goddess Antal.

This song dramatizes a particular narrativization of Bharatanatyam’s past that had
already occurred by the 1950s and 1960s. The song and the scene present Bharatanatyam
as “essentially” religious. The scene portrays a transhistorical “temple dance” that
projects Bharatanatyam away from its uncomfortable social history in local devaddsi
communities. This rendition of the dance allies it closely with nationalist reinventions
and historicizations that occurred during the 1930s and 1940s. The cinematography—
particularly the use of new camera techniques and quick-paced edits—accentuated the
visual appeal of the dance. Audiences were now transported to sets that resembled the
localized temple shrines of various Hindu deities. In fact, this dance sequence could be
read as a kind of a virtual temple “pilgrimage.” Tamil audiences saw a darsan—a sacred
vision—of a “pure, golden age” of dance that was once associated with temples.'"> The

title and refrain of the song (“You need a million eyes”) imply not just seeing god but
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also beholding the dance in the nation’s Hindu imagination and in the imagination
populated by the local shrines of Hindu deities and temple dancing.

The film also comments on the aesthetics of devaddasi dance by strategically
deploying satirical representations of the older conventions of dance. The scene depicts
the mélam style of presentation in which the devaddsi performed in front of musicians
who stood at the back of the performance space. Thi