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THE POLITICS OF REPRESENTATION: The Portrayal of the Female in Guru Pankaj Charan Das' Pancha Kanya Odissi Dance Dramas
Ratna Roy, The Evergreen State College (7,660)

"In the West, feminist analysis and postmodernist discourse, in general, has skirted dance, even as it 'has been concerned with the female body as the site of construction of the gendered image' and even as it has 'appropriated [the body] as metaphor in cultural analyses." (Roy, 1999: 1; Carter, 1998: 247). Feminist analysis of the classical dances of India are even more sparse.
 Choreographic analysis of hybrid genres of dance as well as Western dance genres abound.
 For example, several studies have been conducted on the choreographies of Chandralekha in dance journals and edited texts of dance anthropology.
 What is rare is the analysis of danced texts embedded within one classical dance genre of India from the subject positions of the dance choreographers/gurus. Yet, these subject positions inevitably determine text choices, movement choices, blocking, bhavas (sanchari and/or sthayi), as well as characterization. This paper is an analysis of Padmashri Guru Pankaj Charan Das' subject position in the choreography of his famous Pancha Kanya dance dramas in the neo-classical Odissi dance genre.
 

The first evidence of dance in Orissa is from 2nd century BC
 in the form of an iconographical representation of a female dancer with four female musicians performing for King Kharavela and his two queens. The panels are situated in the Rani Gumpha cave in the city of Bhubaneswar in what scholar and theatre director, Sri Dhiren Dash has proved to be a space that was a Sanskrit theatre venue. (Dash, 1976). Since the 10th century AD, the dance was performed by female temple dancers (maharis)
 in Orissa,
 particularly in the temple of Lord Jagannatha. Around the 15th century AD, the gotipua tradition was born, with young boys impersonating females. Both traditions of dance continued in Orissa under Muslim rule in India, although the former went underground several times due to Muslim attacks on the temple itself. During British colonial rule, both styles debilitated due to lack of patronage, attack on the mahari institution by nationalists and Brahmin patriarchy, and proselytizing by Christian missionaries.
 The dance style was reconstructed in the 50's and 60's of the 20th century by a group of scholars and dancers who are now gurus. Each one of these gurus trained and worked in theatre companies until this time period. Today, classical or neo-classical Odissi dance is an established tradition, based on the formulations of the society, Jayantika, created for the preservation of the dance in the 1960's. The principal players in Jayantika were Kabichandra Kali Charan Patnaik, Lokanath Mishra, and D. N. Patnaik,
 as scholars, and Guru Kelu Charan Mohapatra, Guru Mayadhar Raut, and Guru Raghunath Dutta, as erstwhile gotipua dancers. Guru Pankaj Charan Das, the adopted son of a mahari dancer, was in general left out of the equation, along with the maharis themselves, because of the attack on the mahari institution and postcolonial sensibilities. 

Through the reconstruction, regeneration, revivification, or reaffirmation of the various classical styles of dance in India, the question of representation of the female by the different male dance gurus has remained intriguing, in spite of the "site of construction" being the female body, as in the case of Odissi.
 Thematically, in Orissa, the dances most often revolve around the two epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, or the tales of Krishna.
 Guru Pankaj Charan Das has choreographed five solo dance dramas that he calls "items" with five females from the two epics as the central characters: Ahalya, Draupadi, Kunti, Tara, and Mandodari, with Ahalya, Tara, and Mandodari from the Ramayana and Draupadi and Kunti from the Mahabharata. As a male brought up in the world-view of the maharis, representationally, Guru Pankaj Charan Das provided the female point of view in an uneasy marriage with the dominant male perspective in these dance dramas. His perspective created unique works of dramatic art that are all but forgotten in the power dynamics and male perspective in post-colonial Orissa,
 provided by gurus who trained as gotipuas in the dance style.

Here, without going into any lengthy comparative study, I would like to explore this "otherness" in representation that makes Guru Pankaj Charan Das thematically so different from his peers, particularly in his characterizations that are ambivalent, stemming from his unique background. The discussion here is limited to theme and characterization and excludes the Guru's "mahari ang," a very distinctive genre of Odissi, as well as his unique dialogic teaching methodology.

The theme of womanhood in its various relationships to the male, as daughter, mother, wife, widow, both submissive and elemental-powerful (depending on the individuality imparted to each of these females) has been explored extensively in the "Mahari" form of the Odissi dance as choreographed from its "traditional roots" by the only guru of Odissi who came from a Mahari family. The dramatic intensity of these portrayals, on the other hand, was imparted by a man who was initiated into theatre as a child. We see multiple layers of reality as perceived and embodied in the dance choreography of this little known yet oldest of the gurus of Odissi. First, there is the marriage of a woman-centered spiritual dance tradition with an indigenous theatrical tradition, choreographed by a man who was both a son of a mahari and a theatre director. Second, there is the ambiguity inherent in a woman-centered choreography by a sensitive male. And finally, there is a tension resulting from the timing of the choreography in the genre of post-colonial, male dominated, neo-classical Odissi.

An abhinaya in Odissi, Pancha Kanya was first introduced to me as an "item" by Guru Pankaj Charan Das in 1977. He defined an "item" as a dance number that included all five phases of Odissi dance: mangalacarana or invocation, sthayi or permanence (foundation),
 pallavi or flowering, abhinaya or expressional dance, and moksa or liberation. In these dances, however, what he emphasized most was the abhinaya, not nritya, translated as gripping dance drama. Through the years of work perfecting the five dances of the five women and training under Guru Pankaj Charan Das since 1977, I have come to view Pancha Kanya as "danced theatre" in the "classical Odissi" tradition. Viewed as superb masterpieces in the '70's, the dances seemed to be an embarrassment to the second-generation exponents of classical Odissi in the late '80's. The guru's dances were also dismissed as "lokadharmi" rather than "natyadharmi" with "natyadharmi" re-defined as minimal use of theatrical acting, an understatement.
 More recently, Guru Pankaj Charan Das' dances, including the Pancha Kanya, have gained more credence.

Because of the societal, familial, and personal tensions, the Pancha Kanya dances of Guru Pankaj Charan Das do not give a unified message. While the dances have central female characters and are sympathetic to the portrayal of the female, they often succumb to the values of a male-dominated post-colonial society. However, what is significant is that they question the existing moral codes and portrayal of the female rather than affirm them. Here, I will analyze this ambiguous portrayal of the female in the Pancha Kanya dances due to the guru's dual perspective, feminine and masculine. The portrayal of the female parallels both the guru's life and the history of the mahari tradition. 

Born on March 17, 1921, Guru Pankaj Charan Das was raised in a family of Mahari dancers.
 Destitute after the death of his father, Dharmacharan Das, his mother went with Pankaj Charan to Mati Mandap Sahi in Puri, to the house of Fakira Mahari and Smt. Ratnaprabha Mahari for adoption into temple life. He grew up surrounded by devotional temple music and dance and was initiated into dance at the age of eight. "That was the Samantavadi yuga," he said. "Those who sang and danced were looked down upon by society as if they were sinners, without caste or gotra. We had a separate barber and washerman. We were like untouchables. If we went to anybody's house to visit, we were given separate glasses. We would not be served on the plates used to serve others. I was often sad. Why are those who do Lord Jagannatha's seva looked down upon by society? If society likes singing and dancing, why are the practitioners treated like scum? I got angry and jealous. But what was the use? I was brought up by such a family. Who would listen to me?" (translation mine). 

The girls in the family were taught to dance. He would watch from the window and imitate them. He recalls how good he was at imitating the movements of the girls and how jealous the girls were at his capabilities. While he learnt Mahari dance from his aunt, young Pankaj Charan learnt the Rasa Leela style of abhinaya and dance from Guru Ranganath Dev Goswami and Bhikhari Charan Dalei.

The highlights of the guru's childhood life consisted of the times he was allowed to act in school plays and the praises he received for his voice. His singing got him the honor of Bada Chatta, a service attached to the temple. He recalled with pride how he was told, "You sang better than a gramophone." Failing his high school exam three times, he gave up on education. But the theatre of the road, the people's theatre, thrilled him, and he was finally offered the role of Nemesis. He wore a saffron costume with a saffron cloth tied around his head and crossed the stage singing. The death of his adopted mother caused him to go hunting for a job to survive. He sang and danced at the newly formed theatre of Bala Bhadra Hajuri.

"I grew older and needed more money. I wanted better clothes. So, in my Sahi, I started a pan shop. If jatras came, I would sell a lot. I would sing and make money. I always thought of how to earn money. I became a referee for gamblers and went to the thana and paid fines. After paying fines, I decided not to stay in this Sahi.

"Then, in Pikapara stage, I became a hawker. Whatever the bosses wanted, I did. I also took part in drama. The drama was staged all night long. But my duty was to ring a bell. I would be rebuked [for staying up all night and associating with the theatre]. But I couldn't give up my addiction. During the day I would work, and in the evening would dress up and go to Lakshmi Talkies. In the evening, during the movies, I sold pan and bidi. I received one anna commission for every rupee. Then I sold soda from a soda cart. While pushing the cart around, I sang songs. I would imitate the songs and dances in the movies. I had a great capability to imitate. After midnight, people would request my imitations. My commission increased--instead of one anna, I received 5-10 paisa."

When Kalibabu's theatre came to Puri, the urge to join the big-time theatre gained ground. After two ventures from Cuttack to Balasore, including the one with the New Theatres, Pankaj Charan Das returned to Puri. He met Kelu Charan Mohapatra through Radha Govinda's theatre party. Finally, they both joined the Annapurna Theatre B, after the split-up of the Annapurna theatre, where he was Dance Director from 1942 to 1948.

It was here that dance was instituted as an interlude to serious drama in the tradition of Sanskrit theatre. Pankaj Charan Das choreographed Vasmasura as the dance director with Kelucharan
 as Shiva and Laxmipriya, who was later to become Kelucharan's wife, as Mohini. The dance was a hit; and the two dancers caused a stir in the minds of the theatre-going public. As Guru Pankaj Charan Das admits, the Mahari dance had no stylized hand gestures and postures. It was the outpouring of a soul to her husband, who also happened to be god himself. There was devotion, and there was love. The language of the soul was central, and the face, inasmuch as it conveyed the non-verbal language of the soul, was the vehicle for expression. The Mahari dance, as imbibed by Pankaj Charan Das, had to be modified to suit the theatre so that human beings could understand the language of the soul. "Then I established my own style," says Pankaj Charan Das. It was Odissi, the language of the people, the language of the land, the language of the roadside theatre blended with the private language of two souls in communion, one of them being the all-knowing god himself.

"In 1946, I started Odissi dance in my own style in Aswini Kumar's drama, Abhiseka. Before this, Odissi was never performed in traditional dramas. When I established the dance, I was liked by many people." He mused to Jimuta Mangaraj and Umapada Bose, "But the dance is a reflection of the Bhakti bhava. It is characterized by lasya. That is called thani. The dance is not filled with self-consciousness. The dancer becomes totally involved and dances before the Lord. The dancers of today are so self-conscious that their dance looks harsh. The style is deteriorating. There is no stamina. . . Mostly dancers dance for their own pleasure. How can they achieve fulfillment?" Yet the guru himself remained unfulfilled as he languished in Orissa with few dancers trained under him exclusively to carry on his distinctive style.

From his own recounting of his life, what is evident is that (a) the guru grew up in a spiritual tradition within the context of growing secularization and eventual commodification of Odissi; (b) in spite of his upbringing in a Mahari family, his own style evolved in the theatre; (c) he was raised among the Maharis at a time when the Devadasi Bill was becoming a reality in the South, when power was imbalanced in favor of the male in a society; (d) he was practicing a dance style that was grounded covertly in tantric worship (the maithuna offering) and overtly in the bhakti tradition of Vaisnavism;
 (e) he was aware of ambiguity in his societal position, presumably strong being a male and weak being brought up by Maharis, by now associated with temple prostitution; and (f) he was operating in a society fraught with power dynamics in terms of gender.
 It is this complexity and ambivalence of Guru Pankaj Charan Das that manifests itself in the choreography of the Pancha Kanya. 

The portrayal of the women in the Pancha Kanya dances, uneasily combining all these factors, has resulted in an ambiguity, as has been stated earlier, that is also the strength of the dances. Second, the shift within each one of the episodes resulting in a compromise or an affirmation is clearly evident, although in some the shift is more obvious than in others. Third, the sthayi bhava abhinaya that often belies the words in the text and sometimes contradicts them reveals the growing ambivalence in the position of the maharis in society today and since the time the script was written. According to the guru, he inherited the script from his aunt, Srimati Ratnaprabha Devi, a well-known devadasi in her time.

The Pancha Kanya dances also play with the connotation of the words "sati," "mahasati," and "sattvika" as applied to women who were considered to be fallen by mainstream society. In the context of the Maharis whose lives are auspicious although they are supposedly impure and beyond the pale of caste, the emphasis on the notion of being fallen and virtuous simultaneously is significant. (thesis of Marglin, Wives of the God-King, 1985).

An analysis of the script and the dance rendition
will enable us to see these ambiguities better. There is a common introduction to all of the Pancha Kanya dances: The introduction begins with the "Angikam" sloka of Lord Shiva and continues through a rhythmic tandava to an invocation of Usha, the goddess of dawn. However, in spite of part of the invocation being to the Goddess Usha, Guru Pankaj Charan Das choreographed the rising of the sun and incorporated "Vibhupada trata," thus conceding to the male supreme.

The next phase of the dance is in Oriya, rather than in Sanskrit and is sung by a woman: 

Alosyo porihoro/ onusoro dhormo/ sonsoyi somsaro otibo durgomo/ poncho bhuto khiti op tejo moruto byomo/ poncho soti nirjyaso gyani bodhogomyo/ Oholya, Droupodi, Kunti, Tara Mondodori totha/ Poncho soti smore nityo Moha patoko nasonom. Cast aside your languor, follow dharma, and overcome the vicissitudes of samsara by meditating on the five women who symbolize the five elements. This phase clearly equates the five elements with the five women: Ahalya born of water, Draupadi born of fire, Kunti born of earth, Tara born of wind, and Mandodari born of ether. All sins will be washed away if one meditates on these five "virtuous" women, with emphasis on the "virtuous" not the "fallen" as the master narrative would have it. While "five" is a significant number in mainstream Hindu religion and philosophy, it is also important in tantric worship. The use of Oriya too is significant here.
 It is Guru Pankaj Charan Das' rejection of the Sanskritic Tradition, embracing of the embedded tantric philosophy in Mahari dance at the temple of Lord Jagannatha, coupled with the integration of the marginalized into that patriarchal tradition, even as he celebrates the females in these two epics. 

After these two segments, the dance of the specific kanya
 begins. Here, I will recount and summarize the stories of the five females as portrayed in the dances. Ahalya, the beautiful wife of the sage, Gautama, created as a rival to Urvasi, was coveted by Lord Indra, King of the Heavens. After getting Gautama out of his way, Indra took his will of Ahalya. Gautama divined the deception, and in his anger, returned, poured sacred water on his hands, and cursed her into stone. Ages later, the sage Viswamitra brought young Rama (and Lakshmana) to Ahalya's statue to redeem her.

The dance drama begins with a description of Ahalya. The supposedly fallen woman, Ahalya, is described as pure, beloved of the earth, one who takes refuge at the feet of her husband, beloved of Gautama, beautiful, anxious (also one of the ashta nayikas), well-known, turned-to-stone Ahalya, abandoned by the sage. Ahalya is portrayed in the choreography as a sensuous, beautiful woman who nevertheless washes her husband's feet every morning and drinks the water: the gentle one who is eager or zealous in her service by washing the feet with water. This woman, beautiful in her love for her husband, sees him return early and immediately proceeds to wash his feet. She does not know that the man is Indra in disguise. When her real husband returns in rage, Ahalya looks from one to the other, bewildered and aghast. The subsequent curse is juxtaposed against this innocence, love, and deception by Indra, underscoring the injustice of the curse. That Indra was also cursed in the epic is not shown in the dance item. Neither is there any indication that Ahalya may have been complicit in the action. Ahalya's curse, thus, isolated, becomes a masterful indictment of a society where a woman, and a subservient, dutiful one at that, is condemned for no fault of hers, and the victim is blamed for the lust of a god, while the god is not questioned. The blaming of the victim by Brahmin patriarchy has been a reality in the lives of the Maharis in the past century.

At the end, when Rama is asked by Visvamitra to redeem Ahalya with the touch of his feet, Rama responds, "Jugo probuddha e Oholya soti/ patoko orjibi kori oniti." "Through ages, this is the sati Ahalya; if I arouse her, or commit the immorality, I will earn (commit) sin." Ahalya, and by extension the Maharis, is extolled by Rama (an incarnation of Lord Visnu) as virtuous. Here, we find the ambivalence of indictment by Vedic society through the curse, and acceptance by Vaisnavism, the religion of the personal God who understands, through Rama. Assured by Visvamitra, Rama finally does as he is told. It is not until the speech of Rama that we see the question of morality and virtue being openly raised and Ahalya exonerated. Even so, the affirmation of Ahalya's virtue is tentative from any feminist perspective since the question of rape and victimization is alluded to and not asserted or probed. Even the questioning of her virtue is obviously gendered, and is parallel to society's indictment and castigation of the maharis.

In Draupadi,
 Guru Pankaj Charan Das got more bold in his choreographic vision and interpretation of text. Draupadi was the wife of the five Pandava brothers. During her svayamvara, Arjuna was successful in hitting the target and winning her hand. The brothers were told by their mother, Kunti, to share whatever Arjuna had gained equally. Thus, Draupadi became the wife of all the brothers. The story that is pertinent to the dance drama relates to the time when Yuddhisthira, the oldest of the Pandava brothers, was invited to a so-called friendly dice game by his cousin, the Kaurava King, Duryodhana, who had rigged the game with his crooked uncle, Shakuni. Yuddhisthira had lost everything, even his brothers, when he pawned his wife. He lost her and his kingdom.

In the dance, the scene begins with Duhsasana dragging Draupadi into court. The court in this dance drama consists of Duryodhana, Dhritarashtra, Dronacharya, Bhisma, and Shakuni. Strikingly missing from this scene is Karna.
 The presence of Karna would have raised class issues uneasily dissecting gender issues. In the lives of the maharis caste, class, and gender issues are integrated. Hence, Karna’s absence allowed the guru to proceed with his delineation of gender constructs more easily.
 

Draupadi is described as born of fire of sacrifice, one who has five husbands, daughter of Dhrupada, fiery sati, one who is purified of "adharma," loved by Krishna, dark complexioned, famed as Draupadi. 

The dice game and the loss of the kingdom are followed by Draupadi commanding Duhsasana to stop plaguing her while she speaks to her husbands. To Yuddhisthira she asks what he will do as Dharmaraja (King of Dharma or Righteousness) now that she has been dragged into court like a prostitute. His silence takes her to Partha. Pleading with tears, Draupadi says, "You are the son of Indra, the second Krishna, the jewel of the Earth, see what trouble I am in." There is no tearful pleading as she goes to Nakula. "You have might. You wear clothes made in the svargaloka. In this court, Duhsasana is disrobing me. How can you bear it?" There is a feistiness that increases as Draupadi goes to Sahadeva. "You are the one that knows of all three kala, the past, present, and future. With all of this power, did you not know before that I would be in trouble?" Finally, she challenges Bhima. "With a hero like you [for a husband] I am in such sorrow. Watching Duhsasana pull my hair, how can you not be angry?" Seeing the hardheartedness of the Pandavas, Mahasati Draupadi invokes Krishna. The heartlessness of the Pandavas is juxtaposed with the great virtue of Draupadi. The fact that the Pandavas were bound by Yuddhisthira's word since he had gambled her away is not stressed, only their heartlessness. Neither is stressed the illegality of Yuddhisthira's staking her after losing himself. Draupadi then meditates at the feet of Govinda and gives herself up to him. Even as she is harassed by Duhsasana, Draupadi recounts how the "five" Pandava brothers with five bodies, five souls, were defeated by the manipulations of the Kauravas. In her last words, the fieriness and the feistiness of Draupadi evaporates as she pleads, "Come to give assurance to the poor/the destitute." Here, there is a prolonged "suspension of disbelief" as the harasser, Duhsasana, is frozen, while Draupadi recounts how she was won by Arjuna and lost by Yuddhisthira. It gives an epic quality, a pause, and a grandeur, that is a challenge theatrically, but it apparently was an emotional necessity for the guru to give epic qualities and dimensions to the character of Draupadi. The scene also genuinely reflects Guru Pankaj Charan Das' theatricality, untoned by what is now recontructed as understatements to emphasize the classicism of a genre such as Odissi.

As the drumming begins, Guru Pankaj Charan Das visualizes Draupadi letting go of herself and stretching out both her hands. It is at this moment that Krishna appears, when the human soul has given in to him completely. According to Rittha Devi, at that time "Gone was the serene detachment with which he beheld human sufferings. He rose to Draupadi's rescue." (1968, 21) This was the personal God of the Maharis, the God who did not need to be owned. However, at the same time, this is the God that appeared to Draupadi only when she humbled herself and trusted Him completely.

Again, we see an ambivalence in the depiction of Draupadi. Her strength when she says, "Wait, wait, Duhsasana," and stops him on his tracks, when she challenges her husbands, Nakula and Sahadeva in particular, evaporates as she becomes more vulnerable and at the end gives up in complete surrender. It is true in the characterization of Draupadi there is a syncretism of the powerful Tantric goddess (particularly since Draupadi was menstruating at the time) with the sakhi bhava of Vaisnavism, the ultimate relationship of unpossessive love with her God as Dungri Mahari would call it. But there is also the inability to follow through with his challenge of patriarchal images of the female on the part of Guru Pankaj Charan Das. Freezing Duhsasana also underplays the theme of sexual harassment even as the guru builds up to it through Draupadi's words to her husbands. He raises the questions, and this time, in contrast to Ahalya, voices them clearly, but ultimately gives in to the postulates of mainstream thoughts and beliefs as Draupadi becomes vulnerable and pleads with Krishna.

Kunti, the next kanya, was the mother of the Pandava brothers. But before she conceived them, she had a son, Karna, out of wedlock. She could not keep Karna, and the abandoned baby was found by a charioteer who brought him up. Eventually, Kunti was married to Pandu who had been cursed by a sage so he would die if he ever made love to a woman. Through the use of beads given her by the sage Durvasah, Kunti conceived three sons, and when her husband's second wife Madri killed herself for having caused their husband's death, she inherited the twins,  Nakula and Sahadeva (who were begotten with the help of Kunti and her beads). 

Kunti opens with a pallavi, followed by the coming of the sage Durvasah, and Kunti's service in which she is "most excellent." Pleased with her "service" the sage gives her a garland [of beads] that will fulfill her desires in love. A brief introduction of Kunti as a person culminates with the phrase "meditate on Kunti every morning." Then comes the scene where Kunti sees the rising sun and, curious in her nectar-filled kama or desires, she concentrates on the rays with the beads given by the rishi in her hand. The language shifts to Sanskrit as "Javakusuma sankasana" is chanted and Kunti meditates. Surya, the Sun God, comes down to test her great virtue. While the verse states in accordance with the Great Tradition, "Kumari Kunti conceives as a virgin mother," the dance movements that Guru Pankaj Charan Das used belies the concept of the "virgin mother." He showed the love-making, the kissing, the coyness, and the joy of union. The verse continues with birthing [of Karna] through path of the ear, but Guru Pankaj Charan Das uses music and movements to indicate the natural birthing of the baby. Finally, the pathos of the enactment of the abandonment of Karna has all the elements of indictment of the injustice of societal morality that condemns a woman for pre-marital sex. The humanness and the emotional tenderness of the scene belie the words and defy societal moral codes. Again, Guru Pankaj Charan Das is at the height of his genius in voicing his protest and portraying the female perspective through his choreography halfway through the dance "item."

The scene changes to Pandu in the forest hunting deer, the curse that Pandu can never make love to any woman, and Pandu's despondence. Kunti gets dressed for her wedding. She is considered a "an auspicious woman,"
but she is also the woman who has "had pause or cessation in the enjoyment of wifely pleasures" by Agnika's curse. She is ordered by her husband to save the lineage. After this, as usual, Guru Pankaj Charan Das tones down. She conceives the other children without depicting the love-making overtly. By offering her body, mind, and soul at his feet, keeping Dharma as witness, the chaste and faithful Kunti obtained a son in the presence of Dharma. That is as close as it comes to virgin birth. By subjugating the Wind-God the sati conceives Bhima--"ayotto kori," by subjugating is imagistically very powerful in delineating the character of Kunti. When enclosed by Indra, through enjoyment of Indra, she receives Partho. The dance movements show Indra and Kunti together, not making love, but being in love.
 There are clear implications in the choreography that there was physical love, and yet it is emphasized again and again that Kunti was a "sati," a "mahasati."
 

Kunti is a mahasati as she was blessed with five sons that she nursed--those are the words of the song. The last scene in the dance depicts her as a single mother, harried, frustrated, and yet loving. It is one of the most glorious scenes that depicts the courage of a woman as she raises the five princes who are to later become heroes and heralded by mainstream society without recognizing the role that Kunti played in the process.
 Kunti ends on a very strong note because in this one dance item, Guru Pankaj Charan Das was able to define the strength of the female within the parameters of male-dominated conventions: the mother of five sons is blessed, and her place in society is assured because of her sons. The emphasis on the strength it takes to raise five rambunctious kids as a single mother is the Guru's tongue-in-cheek indictment of the warped values of a society that cannot value the strength of a single mother raising five sons, and instead gives credence to the sons. Yet his indictment is phrased carefully and is veiled.

Tara, the fourth kanya,
 was the wife of Vali, the King of the Monkeys, and mother of Angada (known for trying to mediate between two parties unsuccessfully). She tried in vain to dissuade her husband from fighting with Rama and Sugriva, her husband's brother. When Vali died in the hands of Rama, Tara married Sugriva. The performed text has a distinctly different flavor.

The dance drama, Tara, begins with a description of the antagonist, Rama. Rama, Laksmana, Sita, and Hanumana are brought to life and propitiated. Rama is hailed as one who is loved by all the people as the killer of Ravana. Then Tara is introduced. She is one who is "savarna" as the haughty one, Vali, yet she is portrayed as human while he is not. Initiated in patience and forbearance, surrounded by followers, with a son, Angada, Tara is thoughtful, clever, resolved, virtuous, and one who surmounts difficulties. As a protagonist, Tara is portrayed as balanced, thoughtful, clever, accomplished, and strong. She does not have the fieriness of Draupadi, but a calm strength.

These descriptions are followed by the battle between Vali and Sugriva, in which Sugriva is beaten. He complains to Rama that the promised help never came. Rama explains that he could not distinguish between Vali and Sugriva.
 After some thought, Rama gets a bright idea: to give a lei to Sugriva so he can tell one from the other. Sugriva, reassured, goes back and challenges Vali, who again beats him down. However, this time Rama is prepared, and he shoots Vali from behind a clump of bushes.

Tara rushes in to find herself widowed. The script originally had words here: "aprsta vaksa vidhya naraca" (pierced by an iron arrow from back to front); hearing this "kardama mohita" (stupefied as mud), Vali's lover comes from her hiding-place, screaming and bewailing. She asks, "What kind of manliness is it to destroy one who is not at fault, "mitrapana" (staking out a friend)? Her sorrow expands like the ocean as she rubs her sindur (vermillion, the mark of a married woman) off her forehead. As the dance now stands, Guru Pankaj Charan Das decided to use mime and non-verbal language in sthayi bhava abhinaya to depict a very powerful scene of pain and loneliness, juxtaposed against the previous movement-oriented fight scene, depicting the unfair killing of Vali by Rama.

Tara spots Rama and realizes that her husband was killed through deceit. She challenges Rama and accuses him of leaving her a widow. The language shifts back and forth between Sanskrit and Oriya as she concludes, "I have lost the boundaries of your wrong decisions." She accuses Rama of proclaiming victory irrespective of whether he kills a monkey or a woman, such as Taraka. His manliness is in such unrighteous killing of women and "others." It is significant that of all the raksasas Rama killed in the course of his life, Tara zeroes in on Taraka who as a female powerfully controlled her region of the forest and kept the patriarchal Brahmin sages at bay.

The dance choreography then shows Rama thoughtful again, mustering his arguments. He tells her that Vali was a lecher, a womanizer, who needed to be killed. He asks her to accept Sugriva as her husband. The next part in the written script showed Rama embracing the bereaved Angada, son of Tara and Vali, and consoling him. Since the final rendition of the dance drama leaves out the words in the script,
 in an abrupt transition, Tara accepts Sugriva as her husband and asks for Rama's blessing and "with complete devotion" bows at the feet of the Lord. The change is very abrupt, particularly in light of the fact that Tara was depicted as a strong-willed woman and her challenge of Rama was protracted, complete, and full of anger. The dance peters out at the end because of the contrast between the earlier Tara and the Tara that unquestioningly accepts Rama's decision and becomes known through the centuries as a "mahasati." Yet, Tara is Guru Pankaj Charan Das' strongest challenge against patriarchy since it is only in this "kanya" that he voices sentiments questioning Rama.

However, not only does the dance lose its momentum at the end, but it is also long and drawn-out, making the dance somewhat repetitive and tedious. The repetition of "Ajodhyaro sutroma," proclaiming  Tara a "mahasati" seems to be the guru ineffectively convincing himself over and over again that the problem is solved and Rama is again in control. Or, it could be that he is proclaiming that Rama, the righteous King in mainstream Hindu ideology, speaks of Tara as a "mahasati," and hence who are the people in the "samantavadi yuga" to question it? The final affirmation is not smooth, as in the case of Draupadi since the Guru's challenging voice was inordinately strong here, as stated earlier. Hence, the dance is a very difficult one to perform, but an exciting one to analyse as a significant part of Odissi dance history, even as the mahari institution is left with two survivors and young girls are being trained to wear the archaic costumes to dance on stage and fossilize a powerful, living, breathing tradition.

The last kanya, Mandodari, was the wife of Ravana, the antagonist in the Ramayana. She was transformed from a frog into a beautiful maiden with a less than perfect udar (belly).
 She was to distract Ravana from abducting the Goddess Parvati. In spite of all her pleading, Mandodari was unable to save the mortal Ravana because his death in the hands of Rama was the sole means of salvation of his soul.

Mandodari opens with the depiction of Ravana and Mandodari together. Then it goes back to the origin of Mandodari: a frog watching the snake poison the milk of the sage. She jumps in to save the sage who is at first irate, but realizing the sacrifice she made, resurrects her as a beautiful maiden to be the beloved of the greatest of the family of raksasas, descendants of Nikasha rakshasi, Ravana.

In the next section the father of Mandodari is introduced as well as Bali whom Ravana fought to obtain Mandodari. Ravana established Narayana (Rama) and vowed to obtain "Brohmando." In the golden city of Lanka, Mandodari brought truth, purity, innocence, and beauty. Knowing the desires of Ravana, for the sake of the dharma of a wife, Mandodari sacrificed her son, Indrajit, and kept her vow of "sohodhormini." The words speak of proper wifely behavior and sacrifice. 

Then Ravana is introduced as the ruler of the three worlds, similar to Yama, as Lord of Lanka, and loud. The excellence of Rama in yoga, Vedas, sastras, and in the protection of Raghukula is extolled. When Mandodari pleads with Ravana to return Sita to her lord and save Lanka, Ravana informs her that he has to be touched by Rama (Hari) in order to achieve the ultimate release and be united with Brahman. 

The next scene is Ravana at war with Rama, culminating in his death. At this point the majesty of Mandodari emerges as she heroically watches her husband, sons, and Lanka destroyed. She marries Bibhisana, Ravana's brother, as the Queen of Lanka--however, not without the orders of Rama.

It is in Mandodari that Guru Pankaj Charan Das finally comes to uneasy terms with the assigned role of the female in a patriarchal society. Yet, at the same time, he does not completely accede to the societal codes. The dance drama spends a considerable time at the beginning belaboring the beauty, grace, innocence, and charm of Mandodari. Then Mandodari's role as "sohodhormini" is emphasized as she watches her husband gain what he longs for. The bulk of the next section is given to Rama and Ravana in an almost heroic acceptance of defeat that nevertheless spells victory for Ravana. In spite of his arrogance, Ravana becomes the more colorful character, the hero of the dance drama, and Rama the instrument of Ravana's final victory.
The underdog is given a reverential treatment, but in the process, Mandodari as an individual loses ground. Her strength is relegated to her determination to be a dutiful wife and sacrifice everything for her husband and the reason for her being a "mahasati" is left unclear. While the actual performance of the dance shows Mandodari strong as she holds in her tears, it is the strength attributed to the female that also causes her to be enslaved within the parameters of male definition; it is the same strength that disables a woman from breaking out of the system.

With Mandodari, Guru Pankaj Charan Das came full cycle. While Ahalya was tentative and feeble in its protest, and Draupadi, Kunti, and Tara got progressively stronger, the indecision that characterized the conclusion of Tara turned finally into an exhausted acceptance in Mandodari, overwhelmed by the force of mainstream voice and power. This development parallels the life of the guru, almost forgotten in India and lonely in his home at Puri in Orissa, after the rise to the role of a director in the 40's and 50's in the Annapurna Theatres. It also is similar to the inception, growth and decline of the mahari institution today, an institution that is barely surviving in its own uniqueness, leaving behind a legacy of classical dance that is now controlled by the Great Tradition, mainstream academies, and the Odissi Research Center.
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� Some of the works that have dealt with historiography, textual analysis of Sanskrit literature, and the relationship between the mythical and epic representations of the female in dance and theatre versus the reality of women's lives at the brink of the 21st century are Hanna, 1993, Bose, 1998, Martin 1987/1988.


� Several Articles can be found in The Routledge Reader in Gender and Performance, Moving History/ Dancing Cultures. A Dance History Reader.


� Ananya Chatterjea, "Chandralekha: Negotiating the Female Body and Movement in Cultural/Political Signification," in Moving History/ Dancing Cultures. A Dance History Reader, 389-397; Uttara Coorlawala, "Ananya and Chandralekha--A reponse to 'Chandralekha: Negotiating the Female Body and Movement in Cultural/Political Signification," in Moving History/ Dancing Cultures. A Dance History Reader, 398-403.


� The subject position of the choreographer may not always correspond with the subject position of the dancer, whose minor nuances in character depictions could alter the meaning conveyed. The danced text foundationally is the vision of the choreographer, but in its final explication is the reinterpretation by the dancer/performer.


� It could be argued that the Udaygiri Caves are from 1st century BC. Since the dating has been fixed as 2nd century BC. by Oriya scholars, such as Dhiren Dash, I have left the date as 2nd century BC, inasmuch as it is not crucial to this paper.


� The Maharis are the temple dancers in Orissa. They are called by the more common name, devadasis, in South India. The origin of the word Mahari is controversial. It is commonly believed to have come from mahat nari (great woman), but according to the scholar, Jiwananda Pani, mahat and nari in Sanskrit would be mahannari. He believes the word mahari comes from the word mahar which is one of the lokas (layers of experience). A female inhabitant of mahar would be mahari. ("Mahari Nrutya," Samaj, annual issue, 1985). The first historical evidence we have of the maharis is from the inscription in the Brahmeswar Temple (now lost to us) in 11th century A.D. In Orissa there still are some living Maharis although they do not dance in the temple any more. For more information on the Mahari institution, see Frederique Apffel Marglin's Wives of the God King (Delhi: O.U.P., 1985).


� According to the Natya Sastra, the dance of the region now known as Orissa in India was called Odra Magadhi. The Natya Sastra has been variously dated between 2nd century B.C. and 2nd century A.D. Even if we take the later date, Odra Magadhi dance existed by the 2nd century A.D. There is the figure of a danseuse dancing in a court in the Rani Gumpha (Udaygiri caves) from the time of King Kharavela. Again there is controversy, but the date has been generally accepted as around 150 B.C. (between 2nd and 1st centuries BC). The present day Odissi is a development of the dance of the region--a reconstruction in the 20th century from the scattered remains of the living tradition, iconographical evidence, and manuscript collection. The term Odissi was given to the dance style to divorce it from the stigma attached to the word naca meaning dance that the maharis used since the temple dancers fell into disrepute during the British regime.


� This encapsulation of the history of Odissi dance is necessarily simplistic given the parameters of the paper. For more information on gotipuas, see Roy, Orissi Dance in the Context of Classical Dances of India and Kothari, Odissi Dance.


� These Jayantika meetings resulted in the publication of Kabichandra Kali Charan Pattnaik's short text, and Sri D. N. Patnaik's Odissi Nrutya in Oriya, and subsequently Odissi Dance in 1971.


� For more information on the creation of Padmabibhushan Guru Kelu Charan Mohapatra's masterpieces, refer to Ileana Citaristi's The Making of a Guru: Kelu Charan Mohapatra: His Life & Times, 2001. 


� This is not to undermine the fact that often folklore has been used thematically in dance and that there are dancers today who are breaking out of the enforced thematic boundaries, cf. The creations of Padmabibhushan Sonal Mansingh, Padmashri Madhavi Mudgal, Sharmila Biswas, Aloka Kanungo, Aruna Mohanty, and Surupa Sen. What is remarkable though is the preponderance of female choreographers that are embarking thematically on new frontiers.


� For discussions on colonialism and masculinity/femininity, please refer to Ashis Nandy, The Intimate Enemy: Loss and Recovery of Self Under Colonialism (Delhi: OUP, 1983) and Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid, ed, Recasting Women: Essays in Colonial History, Delhi: Kali for Women, 1989.


� See Barbara Curda, "Odissi in Contemporary Orissa: Strategies, Constraints, Gender," 2002 and Ratna Roy, "Gender Constructs in Post-Colonial Orissi Dance," 1999, and "The Politics of the Male Body in Odissi Dance," 2001 for the construction of the ideology of the male guru in Odissi dance, exclusion of the maharis as teachers, and the intersection of class and gender issues.


� Sthayi is known as "Batu" in the master narrative of the Odissi dance repertoire.


� "Lokadharmi" and "Natyadharmi" are taken from the Sanskrit texts and popularly translated as "folk" and "classical." It would be expedient to briefly examine the term 'classical' dance. The word 'classical' is foreign to Sanskrit literature. Yet scholars have deemed it necessary to use the term 'classical' to parallel the ballet of the West or to give it recognition and status on a par with Western Classical Ballet, which does not make use of the face. According to Marglin, "The teaching of classical dance in Indian cities today is totally divorced from the dance's roots in the traditional setting of temple worship."(Marglin, 2) Scholars have solved the anomaly by equating classical with 'natyadharmi' and folk with 'lokadharmi.' However, as Sri Jiwan Pani has pointed out the equation is erroneous. "The root to loka is 'lok' which means to perceive. Therefore lokadharmi means that presentational style which is held (dharma derived from the root dhri meaning to hold) by the perceptual reality. If that reality is danced, it becomes naatyadharmi since the root of naatya is nat that means 'to dance.' Therefore, dance has been the most important of the dramatic expressions in the naatya style." ("The Doctrine of Naatya," The Heritage (Jan. 1987, III, No. 1), p. 28). Hence, any presentational style that includes dance should be natyadharmi, not only the officially recognized styles. The official recognition has, consequently, political overtones rather than a concrete aesthetic definition in terms of genre.


Classicism has also been equated with the strict adherence to the Natya Sastra (dated between 2nd century B.C. and 2nd century A.D.). Hence Bharata Natyam is considered to be the most 'classical' by scholars such as Dr. Kapila Vatsyayan. However, a better, at least a more comprehensive, definition would be 'any systematized codification leading to structured instructional curriculum." (Pani, 28). In other words, "a classical form is one with grammar," as B. C. Deva interprets it in Indian Music. Guru Pankaj Charan Das' Odissi, and Odissi in general in its present form, certainly would fall under this definition better than the former since the gurus follow Abhinaya Darpanam very closely. 


Finally, classicism has been established by the proven antiquity of the existence of a given style. Hence, the first booklet on Odissi dance by Kabichandra Kali Charan Pattnaik, published in 1958, is dedicated to proving the antiquity of Odissi dance--the dance of 'Odra Desa' according to the Natya Sastra and other Sanskrit texts. Sri D. N. Pattnaik, in his book on Odissi dance published in 1971 dedicates the first part to establishing the antiquity of the dance style both through reference to Sanskrit texts and through iconographical evidence.


Since the definition of 'classical' in terms of the Indian performing arts is still a debated issue, the process of evolution towards and reconstruction of this nebulous genre has been slow and painstaking, compounded by first, the disagreement between scholars and practitioners of the dance and, second, the politics of mainstream reconstruction embedded in the social and moral codes of colonialism. 


� The Second International Odissi Festival in Washington, DC, in August 2003 was dedicated to Guru Pankaj Charan Das, and some credence was attached to the uniqueness of his style by reservinf a space for discussion in the seminar. However, still, his work and the work of gurus of the margin in Odissi dance, such as Guru Deba Prasad Das and Guru Mayadhar Raut, have to fight for survival as distinct genres within the broader framework of Odissi Classical Dance.


� Material for this section was collected (a) from oral history in 1977, 1980, and 1985, (b) from an Oriya article, "Pankaj Charan Das," by Jimuta Mangaraj and Umapada Bose, in Sambad, July 21, 1985, (c) from Ahalya Hejmadi's "Guru Pankaj Charan Das: A Guru of Gurus," in Indian and World Arts and Crafts, November 1985, (d) "In Memoriam: Guru Pankaj Charan Das: 1921-2003: Life & Times of an Iconoclast & A Pioneer of Odissi Dance," by Binod Nayak in Program Notes, 2nd International Odissi Festival, 2003.


� Guru Kelucharan Mahapatra is today the most well-known guru of Odissi, both in India and internationally. His voice is the master narrative in Odissi dance.


� For the Jagannatha Cult, see Eshmann, Kulke, and Tripathi, The Cult of Jagannath and the Regional Tradition of Orissa; for Tantrism, see Bharati (1965), and Mookerjee (1977).


� Barbara Curda has done intensive work on gender issues. See, Curda, 2001.


� Since the myths and epics are not consistent from one part of India to another or from one linguistic group to another, I have restricted myself to an analysis within the confines of the traditions of Orissa: both. mainstream and the alternative narrative of Guru Pankaj Charan Das. 


� One of the second generation gurus, firmly rooted in the tradition of Guru Kelu Charan Mohapatra, asked me to abandon the music and get it re-written in Sanskrit. 


� For an analysis of the meaning of "Kanya," please refer to Mr. Pradip Bhattacharya's article on the Pancha Kanyas, 2001. 


� This version is very different from the more feminist and empowering recounting of Ahalya's subject position as analysed by Mr. Pradip Bhattacharya in his article, pp. 


� This hypocrisy has been fictionalised in Sisir Das' novel, The Brides of Jagannatha.


� For a comparative analysis of the Draupadi texts of Guru Pankaj Charan Das and Guru Kelu Charan Mohapatra, as well as a detailed analysis, please check Roy, "Gender Constructs in Post-Colonial Orissi Dance," 1999.


� Contrast the emphasis on Karna by Shaonli Mitra in her seminal performance of Nathoboti Onathbot. 


� During the "swayamvara," Draupadi protested that she could not marry Karna because he was of lowly birth. Hence, Karna would have had a legitimate reason to humiliate Draupadi in this particular scene.


� Both Guru Pankaj Charan Das and Guru Deba Prasad Das have created dance choreographies untoned down by scholastic recreation of an imagined past. It is in his Gita Govinda dances that Guru Pankaj Charan Das makes his nuances, his understatements, in his nritya, rather than in his abhinaya. Also in his pure dance that Guru Pankaj Charan Das uses his light masterly brush and breathtaking nuances. Ironically, this theatricality still remains the highlight of Guru Kelu Charan Mohapatra's own performances as the master narrative. 


� For the mahari as an "auspicious" woman, see Frederique Marglin, The Wives of the God-King, Delhi: OUP, 1985.


� Incidentally, there is a contradiction and discrepancy in the placement of the brothers on stage because in Guru Pankaj Charan Das' narrative which according to him came from his aunt Srimati Ratnaprabha Devi, a well-known devadasi at her time, Arjuna came before Bhima 


� See Pradip Bhattacharya's excellent analysis of Kunti as a kanya in his article: "Pancha Kanya: Women of Substance," 2001.


� More recently several scholars have reinterpreted Kunti's role: cf. 


� There are very few people who perform all of the kanyas. The first dancer to train under Guru Pankaj Charan Das was Rittha Devi. Her version of Tara as stated in her article, "Panchakanya: A Rare Item in the Odissi Dance," Illustrated Weekly of India, March 3, 1968, 20-21, is different from the version I was taught. Here is her description of the piece: "Tara, the third 'kanya' was the wife of Brihaspati, preceptor of the Gods. Chandra the Moon-god, came to him as a pupil, and committed the unpardonable crime of falling in love with the wife of his guru. The fruit of their union was Budha, who was given a place among the nine planets. Chandra was cursed for his sin by Brihaspati, and would have gradually waned away had not Shiva taken pity upon him and commanded that he wane for only fifteen days every month, and regain his emaciated self within the remaining days of the month. Shiva also gave him shelter in his matted locks, and the cooling waters of the river-goddess Ganga, who also rests there, soothed the cursed one.


� The relevance of this segment in the modern world where the enemy is faceless and "they" all look alike and therefore are less than human is striking. 


� Again, there may be a discrepancy between the choices that a choreographer makes of what to leave out and include in a given text and the music composer's vision of what needs to be left out, prescribed by the requirements of staging the piece in the context of the reality of Western theatrical presentation as adopted by the colonized mind of the Indian audience and the global audience. That was the case in this particular instance.


� Mr. Pradip Bhattacharya and I have had long conversations via e-mail on the subject, and he did some intense research on the name, "Mandodari." Here are some of the questions raised and his findings: As the dance has been choreographed Mandodari is one of "manda" "udar," and her belly is less than perfect because when she was cut in half she was not aligned exactly on being put back together. "It is in the Oriya Dharma Purana of Dinakrishna Das c.18th century, adhyaya 5: The hermits in question are Mandar and Udar. As they do not share with the earth any share of their cow’s milk, she despatches her son Maninaga to poison the milk. The female frog resident in their ashram notices this and jumps into the vessel of milk to save the sages. By their curse, she turns into a kanya whom they name Vengavati and affiance to Bali. He, however, has sexual intercourse with her before the marriage while the sages are away and she becomes pregnant. Ravana asks the hermits for her hand. When they refuse, he assumes Bali’s form and spirits her away. Ravana and Bali fight over her, and in the struggle she is split into two, giving birth to Angad (appropriately named). Yama makes the body whole and Vayu revives her. Being obtained through ill means, she was named Mandodari, or perhaps she was named after the two sages who turned her from a frog into a woman. Here she is a double of Tara, and also, like Ahalya and Draupadi, ayonijasambhava. There is an analogous myth about this origin given by Kovoor (reference to Dr. Abraham Kovoor, Gods, Demons and Spirits, 77).


� Compare the portrayal with Milton's Satan in Paradise Lost.


� It is also the same strength in the portrayal of the mythic female that nationalists used in nineteenth century Bengal with the resurgence of goddess worship to firmly esconce male domination. For an elaborate discussion, see Jasodhara Bagchi, "Representing Nationalism: Ideology of Motherhood in Colonial Bengal," Economic and Political Weekly, Oct. 20-27, 1990, WS-65-71.








