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Abstract

India is the land of legends. The stories from Purana-s, Itihasa, Gatha-s, etc were transferred down the generations through oral
tradition. The art of storytelling gave rise to many performing art forms including dance and drama. The Bhakti movement gave
rise to many sects, amongst which Vaishnavism became the religion of masses. The Krsra legends became the popular means to
propagate Vaispava philosophy through dance and drama. Rasa-Lila —the theatrical presentations of Vrindavan-Mathura, and
Kathak the classical dance form of North India, celebrated the Krsna theme through dance and music. Both these ancient art forms
had their origins in the art of storytelling and share the same period of their revival. On these grounds they have similarities in
content, and essence. The Rasa-Lila and Kathak are the living traditions of the ancient Indian Heritage.
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Introduction

Storytelling is an art prevalent in India since prehistoric times.
It was a leisure time which was enjoyed by children and adult
in every household. The stories could be real stories or
imaginative, but there used to be some moral hidden in it. The
listeners were entertained as well as educated through these
storytelling sessions.

In the flow of time this informal art was adapted by some
communities as a profession. There were many communities
of professional storytellers prevalent in ancient India. The
sessions used to take place at various venues, like village
squares, private courtyards, temples etc. There were some
travelling mendicants who used to educate people across the
country, by reciting the stories from Purana-s, Itihasa, epics
and other literature.

Gradually the art of storytelling developed as an entertaining
form. The storytellers were accompanied by musicians and
singers. The performers used some element of dance and
drama by adding gesticulation and enactment of the stories.
The well-developed art of storytelling sowed the seeds of
Indian folk theatre.

“The folk theatre can be broadly divided into two categories —
theatre of entertainment and theatre of religion. In the first
category the stress is on entertainment and the second depicts
religio-mythological themes being a part of the Bhakti cult 4,
Both the categories of folk theatre developed into various
entertaining forms. The theatrical presentations like ‘Svarng\
‘Nautanki’, ‘Tamasa’, etc are the forms which belong to the
theatre of entertainment. On the other hand the theatrical
presentations like ‘Rama-Lila’, ‘Rasa-Lila’, etc. belong to the
theatre of religion.

During the medieval period, the Bhakti movement swept the
country and many religious sects arose during that period. Out
of the various sects (Shaivism, Vaishnavism, Shaktism),
Vaishnavism was embraced by the nation. One of the most
significant theories that Vaishnavism offered to the country

was the ‘avatara’ theory — The theory of incarnations of the
Supreme power. The epic heroes, Rama and Krsna were
celebrated as the avatara-s of Vispu. Krsna was recognized as
the Pirna-Avatara by the Vaispava saints. The Krsna themes
influenced all arts and literature.

The ‘Karmayogi’ of Mahabharata and the playful ‘Gopala® of
Vrindavan were two distinct characters of the same avatara.
Rasa-Lila the religious theatrical presentation presented the
[tla-s and pranks of the Gopala of Vrindavan. The Rasa-Lila
is the most celebrated ritual in the temples of Vrindavan and
Mathura. The Rasa-Lila drama is presented in two parts. The
first part consists of the enactments of Krsna’s /ila-s, and the
second half presents the Rasa dance of Krsna with gopi-s.
Though the Rasa-Lila dramas became popular in the medieval
period, its roots are found in many ancient dance-drama
presentations commonly known as uparipaka-s. These are
mentioned in the Sanskrit treatises as rasaka, rasa, calikya,
hallisaka, natyarasaka, etc. The different treatises and
Purana-s describe the rasa dance as the dance of gopi-s with
Krsna in a circular formation.

“The concept of lila or more specifically Rasa-Lila is
contained in Harivamsa. The Visnu Purana vividly describes
the dance of the gopi-s with Krspa...Harivamsa, however
gives a more detailed description of this dance form, adding
new elements and ornamentations to the basic motif [21.”

The rasa dance has a very special significance in the daily
worship of the Vaispava-s. The Vaispava acarya-s define
Krsna principle as ‘joyous essence’. To attain Kyspa means to
taste this essence of joy and reach the state of eternal bliss.
This essence or Rasa is fully manifest in rasa dance of Krsna
with gopi-s. Hence experiencing the rdsa dance is
experiencing in totality the essence of the Krsna principle.
Initially the rasa dance used to be performed in temples or on
a circular structure called Rasa-Mandala, which was specially
built for the purpose of rasa dance. These were built in
Conjunction with the shrine. The circular stage symbolizes the
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Rasa-Mandala of the Srimad Bhagavata.

The presentation of Rasa-Lila begins with a jhanki — a
tableaux like presentation in which Radha and Krspa are
seated on a simhdasana (royal seat). This section is called
‘mangaldacarapa’ in which an invocatory verse is sung. This is
followed by the arasf and is done by the gopi-s.
Marigaldacarana and arati comprise the stuti part of the rasa
and it creates an atmosphere of devotion. The verses are
drawn from several literary sources but the prime source is the
compositions of the astachap poets and the gosain-s. The style
of singing is mostly dhrupada style.

After the preliminary rituals, the rasa dance begins. This is
rigorously structured into different phases comprising many
complex patterns in choreography. The initial part of rasa
dance has an element of abhinaya through gesticulation, and
the latter part of rasa is nrtta. This is done on the
accompaniment of mnemonics or ‘bol-s’. The technique of the
dance is built on an elaborate system of tala where the tempo
rises from slow to fast.

“Rasa is the type par excellence with which Krspa and gopi-s
are connected...This style is delicate or forceful; it is in
different tala-s; in fact rasa itself is a tala-name...They do
only pure dance or nrtta but what is noteworthy is that they
execute many patterns and designs...called pindibandha,
srikhala, bhedakya, and lata B,

The end of the rasa is the beginning of the [ila-s. The
compositions of /ila-s are those composed by the astachap
poets. Different /ila-s are chosen for different occasions.
Popular among these are the ‘makhan corl’ (stealing of
butter), and the ‘Uddahva [ila’ (the realization of bhakti by
Uddhava in Gokula). The compositions of the astachap poets
are based on Hindustani raga-s as well as folk tunes. The
Rasa-Lila presentations end with the enactment of Ksa’s lila-
S.

As mentioned earlier, the Rasa-Lila drama has its origins in
the upariapaka-s. The rasa dance is described in the Purana-s
beginning with Harivamsa Puarana, Visnu Purapa and
Bhagavata Purapa. The approximate period of these Purana-s
is from 1 century C.E. to 6™ century C.E. This makes clear
that the tradition of rasa dance was prevalent since ancient
times. It got disrupted in the later centuries during the
Sultanate rule. The 16™ century C.E. brought in the tolerant
rule of Emperor Akbar. The steady political conditions
changed the socio-religious scene. This resulted in the revival
of many art forms including Rasa-Lila.

Kathak the classical dance style of North India also bears its
origins in the art of storytelling. Among the many art forms,
Kathak was also revived in the tolerant rule of King Akbar.
Both Rasa-Lila and Kathak bear similar origins and were
revived in the same period. Owing to this, they have
similarities on many grounds. The Hindustani music which
developed in North India during the medieval period was the
mode of music used in both Rasae-Lila and Kathak.
Vaishnavism with its Krspa themes is the integral part of both
the forms. Based on the similar theme the literary content is
also similar in Kathak and Rasa-Lila.

The gat-s of Kyspa and gopi-s, and the gat-bhava — ‘makhan
cori’, ‘panghat par ched chad’, ‘Govardhan lila’, ‘Kaliya
daman’, etc. are presented in both the forms. The Rasa-Lila
drama has a deep esoteric meaning and symbolism. It reveals

the unconditional love of gopi-s towards Krspa and thus
ensures bhakti as the highest path of salvation. A part of rasa
dance depicts the vipralambha srigara in a suggestive way.
Each gopr is filled with a sense of pride thinking that she
alone is the favorite of Krsna. Sensing this Krspa disappears
from the Rasa-Mandala and the gopi-s experience the pangs
of separation. To overcome the separation, the gopi-s try to
feel Krsna’s presence by enacting his /il@-s. As soon as their
ego has surrendered, Krsna reappears and continues to dance
with the gopi-s. The disappearance of Kypspa from the rdasa
dance indicates that God is away from those, whose love is
mixed with pride. The vipralambha srngara is the most
celebrated sentiment in Vaisnava themes.

In Kathak, the vipralambha srrngara is depicted in a thumart
where the nayika is suffering the pangs of separation from the
nayaka. Various shades of vipralambha syrigara and various
states of the nayika in separation are presented in a thumari
effectively. The jhiilan ceremony in Rasa-Lila is also a part of
Kathak dance. In this, the divine couple ‘Radha-Krsna’ are
seated on a swing and the gopi-s play music and sing while
swinging the couple.

The amorous play of Krsra with gopi-s is the means to reveal
the message offered by Bhagavata. The Srimad Bhagavata
says that kama, which is the worldly desire, if directed
towards the divine, serves as a means of liberation. On this
ground, various ‘ched chad’ (amorous pranks) themes of
Krsna and gopi-s are depicted in Kathak and Rasa-Lila. There
is a deeper philosophy in the gats like ‘panghar ki gat’, and
‘makhan cort’. In ‘panghat ki gat’ Kysna breaks the pot filled
with water on the gopi-s head and the water spills out. The
water filled pot on her head symbolizes her ego, which is
broken by Krsra. In the gat ‘makhan cori’, Krspa snatches the
pot filled with butter from the gopi. The butter is the symbol
of purest heart filled with purest love, which Krszna steals from
the gopi. The philosophy of the Vaispava-s is effectively
depicted through various themes in both Rasa-Lila and
Kathak. These themes are an integral part of contemporary
Kathak.

The technique of nrtta in Kathak and Rasa-Lila bear similarity
to some extent. The rasadhari-s hold harmsasya hasta which is
also used in the basic stance of Kathak. Cakkar-s or pirouettes
are also common to both the forms. The mnemonic bol-s
which are used in both Kathak and Rasa-Lila are similar.
Mrdariga or pakhavaj was the percussion instrument prevalent
in the 16" century C.E. It was the prime accompanying
instrument in Kathak and Rasa-Lila. Thus the compositions of
pakhavaj known as paran are common in both the forms. The
use of paramelii-s (compositions incorporating various sounds
from nature and those of instruments), is also a common
feature. The basic bol-s of Kathak ‘ta ther ther tat, a ther the
tat’ are also used in Rasa-Lila.

As described by Dr. Vasanta Yamadagni,

“The entire Rasa-Mandala used to resound with the bol-s
of ‘ta thef thei tat’ ‘a ther thef tat’ ¥,

The celebration of various festivals like Aori, various seasons
like vasanta rtu, varsa rtu, etc. are presented in Kathak and
Rasa-Lila. On account of these similarities it is evident that
both, Rasa-Lila and Kathak have influenced each other and
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had artistic exchange owing to their phase of revival. The
Krsna lore which was celebrated in all art forms is the central
theme of Kathak and Rasa-Lila. Among the many art forms
developed from the simple storytelling sessions, Rasa-Lila
and Kathak are the two major forms which continue to thrive
today.
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