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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

Performative Geographies: Trans-Local Mobilities and
Spatial Politics of Dance Across & Beyond the Early

Modern Coromandel

by

Pallavi Sriram
Doctor of Philosophy in Culture and Performance
University of California, Los Angeles, 2017

Professor Janet M. O’Shea, Chair

This dissertation presents a critical examination of dance and multiple movements across the
Coromandel in a pivotal period: the long eighteenth century. On the eve of British colonialism,
this period was one of profound political and economic shifts; new princely states and ruling
elite defined themselves in the wake of Mughal expansion and decline, weakening Nayak states
in the south, the emergence of several European trading companies as political stakeholders and
a series of fiscal crises. In the midst of this rapidly changing landscape, new performance
paradigms emerged defined by hybrid repertoires, focus on structure and contingent relationships
to space and place — giving rise to what we understand today as classical south Indian dance. Far

from stable or isolated tradition fixed in space and place, | argue that dance as choreographic



practice, theorization and representation were central to the negotiation of changing geopolitics,

urban milieus and individual mobility.

This study traces change through intersecting movement of people, ideas and repertoires
anchored in specific new and changing urban milieus; developing the concept of performative
geographies It unpacks the ways in which multiple stakeholders, themselves often on the move,
drew from diverse milieus (performative, geopolitical, temporal and social), connecting through
the subcontinent and across the Bay of Bengal. Examining three sets of articulations: of popular
representations of performance, ideals of practice, and hybrid performed repertoire; this study
reads across text (Indian language plays, memoirs, song text, treatise), painted visuals, and
spaces themselves as archives. These circulations and the individual choices they weave together

map shifting translocal relationships, imaginaries and politics of space.

This interdisciplinary project lies at the intersection of dance studies, critical cultural studies
approaches to space and place, and historiography of the Indian Ocean. It extends postcolonial
dance studies investigations of performance and/as politics, focused on twentieth-century
nationalisms and globalization, back into a consideration of eighteenth century shifts to engage
with early modern scholarship on new subjectivities, circulations and intellectual networks. By
offering performative geographies as both framework and methodology, this project works
against macro-imperial narratives of decline, colonial rupture, and revival, as well as the fixing
of precolonial bodily pasts in order to open up new considerations of urban connectivities across

South Asia and the Indian Ocean world.
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INTRODUCTIONS

Performative Geographies:

Trans-Local Mobilities and Spatial Politics of Dance
Across/Beyond the Early Modern Coromandel

Back on the road, the skyline flashed intermittently through palm groves across the window
frames, as I drove through. My dancer’s knees were sore from being on the road and my back
needed stretching out as we turned the corner and a fragment of huge fort wall seemingly leaped
up to meet me, jutting up from a large busy intersection as | entered into Madurali, a city in the
far south of Tamil Nadu. We turned another corner coming into the classic entryway of the
southern courtyard of the looming old Nayak palace with its open-aired white-pillared courtyard
and its natanaasabha or dance hall. As | entered the space and scanned my eyes over the walls,
multiple layers of movement and pasts rippling through the restored paints, all I wanted was to
get a sense of the bodies that had danced there, the bodies that had sat on the other end of the
hall, or in the upper balcony watching, feeling, responding, or those that stood against the walls

watching both watching each other.

Over weeks and months, | drove through the many spaces across southeast India in which
dance lived and people congregated — some thriving and overwhelming today, like Rameswaram
or Madurai temple, parts of the Tanjavur palace; some completely unacknowledged, run down or
painted over, such as the many out of the way lodges or smaller temples in Kumbakonam and
Nagapattinam or the palace estates of Pudukottai or Sivagangai which no longer exist but for a

courtyard. Dance existed in these spaces, on the walls and in the courtyards, spaces of



movement, encounter, passing through and assembling. These partial and whole fragments of
space and time form the basis for my story in more ways than one. The musty archives were
important in my journey but it was in these lived-in spaces and moments that I really found the
past, the dancing and spectating bodies in the nooks and broken crannies, the odd juxtapositions

of temporalities in the spaces of cities and crossroads.

Only in walking through these spaces, driving over these long roads, talking to the caretakers
of the places and its materials, did | understand what | was addressing; the pulse beneath the idea
of writing about dance in a period we don’t acknowledge and places we don’t address in all their
live-ness and complicated dynamics. These places haven’t ‘died’ today; they don’t merely exist
in the past-tense, this history is not far from us. It just seems so because of which voices we have
chosen to hear and which bodies we have chosen to follow. The reason for this work is to re-
orient, towards a rousing set of danced dynamics and entire worlds of imaginaries that have been
left by the wayside but that can tell us much about not only south Indian cultural and

performance pasts but about our/these worlds today.

This dissertation proposes a rethinking of South Asian dance histories through a critical
examination of dance in and through urban milieus of the early modern Coromandel and Deccan.
The study is centered on a pivotal historical period: the long eighteenth century, 1680s to 1820s.
This period saw significant political, economic, and socio-spatial change in south/east South
Asia and the general Indian Ocean world on the eve of European colonialism. Dance in emerging
and changing urban centers, known variously as sadir, kacceri, (cinna) melam, dasi attam,

embodied a new paradigm of concert performance, defined by new hybrid repertoire organized



with an attention to structure and abstract elements of movement and music. Yet, this period and
the key dynamics around performance it produced remain overshadowed by colonial and

postcolonial historiographies.

In this dissertation, | examine plural movements of and around dance-making to trace the new
dynamics of performance they generated at this historical moment. Performers, patrons,
intellectuals and composers, produced imaginaries around dance practice and performance.
Implicit in the new genres and repertoire was an attention to values around performing and
participating bodies, their relationship to urban spaces and social mobility, and to performance as
socially and aesthetically structured. | focus on the representation, theorization and composition
of dance by intersecting sets of individuals and agendas. | do so by reading across media and
kinds of archive — textual (largely Indian language), visual, spatial. | argue that through the
production and circulation of dance and knowledge around dance in this period, individuals
claimed multiple pasts in an effort to define trans-local social and kinesthetic politics of space,

place, mobility and authority.

By attending to intersecting movements of people and ideas across urban milieus around
dance, | develop the idea of performative geographies. Intersecting with, but distinct from, geo-
political mappings and the flows of capital and material, dance performance and knowledge
production around dance mapped distinctly trans-local connections and imaginaries in the
context of a rapidly shifting subcontinent and Indian Ocean world in the long eighteenth century.
The geographies that thus coalesced around dance make visible a number of corporeal
negotiations of mobility, authority, and socio-spatial logics, in relation to defining new and

changing urban milieus and the states that they anchored.



Coming into the seventeenth century, the Coromandel (the southeastern coast of the
subcontinent) and the circulations that connected it through the Deccan (central plateau region),
broader subcontinent and across the Bay, were defined by multiple existing states: primarily
Telugu Nayak states and Perso-Turkic Shia sultanates. By the end of the seventeenth century, the
expansionary policies of the hegemonic Mughal imperial state, particularly towards the south,
left a weakened center at Delhi and multiple new states in the Deccan and South. In addition, an
emerging Maratha network of military expansion contested Mughal power throughout the
subcontinent, including in the Coromandel. Beyond Mughal offshoot and Maratha states, new
figures emerged from the social margins on military prowess and independent financial backing
to establish independent new states. Thus, the period was defined by new kinds of opportunity

and mobility.
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Fig. 1. Map of South Asia with Major Centers of Deccan and Coromandel, 18™ century

Throughout the eighteenth-century relationships between various urban centers continuously

shifted and social relationships redefined. In the far south, Madurai Nayak rule had expanded and



developed under Rani Mangammal (r.1689-1704)* as she negotiated relationships (military and
political) with newly arrived Marathas in Tanjavur, the Mughal army, expanding Mysore state in
the north, Travancore state to the west. However, as the working capital had moved north to
Tiruchi in the Kaveri Delta, Madurai lost its edge as a political center and a new state, centered at
Ramanathapuram grew. Raghunatha Setupati (1645-1670), who had gained clout helping
Mangammal’s predecessor win several military campaigns, and his son and successor Kizhavan
Setupati annexed territory, grew Ramanathapuram as an urban political and economic center by
the early 1700s. In the Kaveri delta, Tanjavur, which had been under the rule of a Telugu Nayak
dynasty, fell into trouble in the 1670s, due to a marriage-related conflict between the Tanjavur
and Madurai Nayak families, and was taken over by a branch of the expanding Maratha Bhonsles
from the western Deccan. Hyderabad, which had grown under the Persianate-origin Qutb Shahi
Dynasty came under Mughal purview as the center of the Deccan territory after prolonged siege
by Aurangzeb’s army in 1687. In Ramanathapuram, Tanjavur, Arcot and Golconda therefore, the
turn of the century saw new ruling elite across the board as well as differing relationships

between them, with no sense of one clear imperial center.

In the process, many artists, artisans and intellectuals increased the already existing flow of
people southward, invited to settle by the Tanjavur and Madurai states — both under the Nayaks
and their successors. Often, not only performers and intellectuals but patrons (kings, landed
gentry) had relationships with multiple places at once, moving back and forth between them. In

this midst, not only various Indian individuals, but a number of European trading companies,

1 She was a popular administrator and is still widely remembered as a maker of roads and avenues, and a builder of
temples, tanks and chatrams with many of her public works still in use. She is also known for her diplomatic
and political skills and successful military campaigns

6



particularly Dutch, French and English, saw opportunities to embed themselves into the
geographies of the subcontinent, not just as economic players but as political stakeholders.
Economically, increasing European company monopolies of overseas trade industries
(particularly textiles) which had thrived in the seventeenth century caused independent Indian
merchant-entrepreneurs to turn inwards, becoming visible in the Coromandel landscape as

bridging political and economic spheres of activity — financing new small states and more.

This dissertation is situated amongst these considerable shifts, focused on the long eighteenth
century. It focuses on key circulations of patrons, performers and intellectuals. | attend to dance
through individuals’ movements between specific centers including Tanjavur, Ramnad, and to a
less extent Golconda — connected not only through the subcontinent (up to Mughal Delhi) but
also across the Bay of Bengal (to Southeast Asian centers like Johor and Malacca). I trace the
ways in which they constructed and translated popular representations of dance, conceptual ideas
about practice and hybrid repertoires as they found themselves in new contexts, rooted in urban
space and place. In the process, I attend to the multiple ways decisions around dance making and
knowledge production make visible the histories, identities and urban publics these individuals
negotiated in the eighteenth-century Coromandel. Ultimately, | suggest that the paradigms we
today understand as classical south Indian performing arts were borne out of instability, debate
and plural negotiations across geopolitics of state-building, socio-economics of trade and bodily
values around mobility, sensuality and practice. Far from stable or linear, these negotiations were

translocal, transtemporal, and fundamentally in flux.

l. Literature, Debates
Macro-imperial narratives of South Asian history locate the eighteenth century as a dark

period at the juncture of the Mughal empire and the British raj. Alongside these macro-
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narratives, dancers and scholars in the period of the Indian Independence movement defined a
narrative of decline associated with early modernity and British colonialism and revival aligned
with nationalist movements in the early twentieth century. In this narrative, dance which had
been classically associated with temples, religious institutions and pan-subcontinental Sanskritic
pasts was standardized by specific court musicians at the beginning of the nineteenth century —
seen as a golden period — then slowly degraded (into prostitution) first through association with
human patrons (kings and zamindars) and subsequently through the denigration by British
colonial powers and lack of native patronage. Ultimately twentieth century dancer-
choreographers ‘revived’ the form and its classical heritage, leaving behind the baggage of its
negative connotations — identified as both the sensual parts of the sadir repertoire and the

devadasi women who practiced them.

By temporally and spatially distancing a ‘golden era’ from political and economic
contestations of European presence in the Coromandel and by removing dance from both
political and commercial concerns, twentieth century revivalists were able to isolate a narrative
of ‘high art’, associated purely with religiosity and spirituality that could adhere to emerging
Indian middle class and global respectability politics. That is, as cultural nationalists, they
contributed to the argument for self-rule on the basis of Indian civilizational antiquity and glory,
inverting but still adhering to the thematics laid out by colonial discourses. Both colonial and
postcolonial narratives thus rested on the erasure of complicated recent pre-colonial south Asian
pasts: defined by hybridity, intersecting geopolitics and so-called cultural spheres like dance,
music, drama, literature, visual culture and more. Just as subcontinental eighteenth-century
dynamics cannot be understood in terms of macro ‘periods’ (Mughal, British or otherwise),

dance histories cannot be understood only in terms of native decline of patronage and rupture



produced by colonial intervention, without redefining the terms under which we understand the

early modern precolonial bodily past.

Moreover, after Independence, India was defined through a nation-of-nation model in which
each state is imagined as embodying a particular ethno-linguistic identity— for example Tamil
Nadu is the land of the Tamil people. In many ways, this territorialization was also an extension
of European/colonial logics. By extension, while certain dance forms were constructed or
imagined as representing the nation as a whole (such as bharata natyam), most of the forms that
the central government institutions recognized as classical were identified with a particular state.
In fact, part of the political project of regional states in the 50s and into the 60s was predicated
on identifying, defining and advocating for national recognition of what they deemed as classical
dance and music forms. In the process, these projects and the geo-political boundaries on which
they operate, occluded the ways in which cultural imaginaries and their embodiments were not
defined within these current-day borders but rather through movement and relationships between
multiple urban centers falling within multiple of today’s state-regions and, just as importantly,
beyond the national boundaries of India itself. Thus, this dissertation’s conceptual framework of
performative geographies is aimed at working against both notions of colonial rupture and the
fixed territorialized identity of colonial and post-colonial mappings through an attention to the
translocal dynamics of dance and knowledge production around performance in a pivotal

eighteenth century.

i.  South Asian Performance and Post-Colonial Critique
Revisionist scholars of South Asian performing arts have situated dance’s centrality within
projects of nation-building and cultural revival in the twentieth century, particularly in response

to British orientalist colonial discourses (Bakhle 2005, O’Shea 2007, Peterson and Soneji 2008).
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Dance and music scholars have highlighted processes of standardization, textualization,
moralization and classicization associated with shifting patronage systems, new arts institutions,
viewing publics and social mandates of the emerging middle class (Meduri 1996, Allen 1997,
Subramanian 2006, Weidman 2006). Navigating both local pressures of respectability politics
and new consciousness of India’s place in a global world, performing artists and thought leaders
re-aligned movement vocabularies with classical Sanskritic grammars, aligned visions of the
body with modern middle-class notions of femininity, public decency and beauty, and aligned
lyrical content with a de-eroticized and coherent national Hinduism. Dance scholars have shown
that despite post-colonial narratives, ‘classical dance’ continues to be understood not as fixed,
but as dynamic and engaging with the past, privileging the idea of inheritance (Jeyasingh 1990)
via highly individual interpretations of tradition. Other historians of south Asian dance,
particularly kathak and odissi, locate dance and dancing bodies in a number of politics around
gender, sexuality, class and religion, complicating simple narratives of South Asian historical
pasts (Banerji 2009, 2012, Chakravorty 2006, 2008). In the post-colonial nation-state context of
India, dance and to some extent music, came to embody a cultural essentialism that intersected
with a feminized private sphere that allowed the masculine public sphere to operate as a space

for the negotiation of global geopolitics and liberal capitalist economics (Performing Pasts

While many have focused on dance through the historical lens of twentieth century nationalist
movements, another set of scholars have looked back to colonial histories of social and legal
‘reform’ that set the tone for the marginalization of devadasi women and the bodily inheritances
they manifested. Unable to reconcile nineteenth century Victorian mores around women,
sexuality and domesticity, missionaries and English East India company officials sought to

define devadasi women as either prostitutes or nuns. However, as very few women who could
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own land, read, write and make claims to public space, devadasi women’s sexuality became a
means for both English and Indians with various agendas to disenfranchise them. With few
exceptions, anti-nautch and anti-dedication movements of the nineteenth and early twentieth
century, spearheaded by European and Indian women’s’ reform groups, effectively removed
dancing women from the public sphere as agents of their own stories, much less of generally
acknowledged dance histories. Much of the scholarship recuperating devadasi women’s histories,
memories and agency have revolved around deconstructing colonial narratives of sexual
degeneracy from legal and social perspectives (Srinivasan 1985, 1987, Oldenburg 1990, Gaston
1996, Jordan 2003) or distancing devadasi women from questions of sexuality by highlighting
religiosity and auspiciousness (Kersenboom- Story 1987). Recent scholarship has sought to
attend to historical realities of women who were professional performers or held high-standing
social rank outside of domestic ties by nuancing their relationship to temple institutions (Orr,
2000) or focusing on royal courts as the site of dance and music activity, particularly in Tanjavur

(Peterson 1998, 1999, Weidman 2006, Subramanian 2006, Soneji 2008).

However, the discussion around dance before the late eighteenth century remains particularly
sparse, especially with regards to the southern part of the South Asian subcontinent. Predicated
on a focus on profound colonial rupture, existing post-colonial scholarship implicitly de-focuses
from both the dynamics of pre-colonial histories as well as the continuities of those histories into
the present. Moreover, discussions about the politics of performance remain hinged on questions
of sexuality and socio-spatial location (temple or court) raised by European colonial discourses
from the nineteenth century. Instead, I am interested in dance’s location as part of broader
politics of mobility and state-building in the eighteenth century which cross between domains of

religiosity, commerciality and political power.
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As opposed to an assumption of colonial rupture or modernity as rupture, I rely on an implicit
historiographic idea: that there have been multiple moments of profound change that have
negotiated the dynamics of significant political, economic and social change. Just as with the
twentieth century independence moment, the eighteenth century was one such period. In this
period, dance was central to bodily negotiations of histories and identities. I aim to show that
south Indian dance, in moments of heightened political self-consciousness, was already
intimately engaged in the concrete politics of state-definition as well as individual upward
mobility and the construction of public spheres. This engagement is visible through the

consciousness around dance’s representation, aesthetics and repertoire.

ii.  Questions of Modernity & Change: The Indian Ocean world
In order to look back to the eighteenth century rigorously and without prioritizing Euro-
centric notions of change, modernity or territorialized identity, | engage with historical
scholarship on South Asia and more generally, the Indian Ocean world, which locates change in
an ‘early modern’ period. While I am not invested in the debates of what constitutes ‘modernity’
per se, my work engages with the rigorous attention to the kinds of circulations, agency and

state-making that define this period.

The eighteenth century has often been treated as a backdrop to colonial histories, as a period
of decline that forms the blank canvas onto which European discourses were mapped onto.?
While colonialism rendered a profound violence and constructed many new discourses in and
around the Indian Ocean world, including South Asia, many scholars have for decades now

questioned the persistent idea that ‘modernity’ or significant change by any other name, in terms

2 John F Richards made an argument in 1997 against these terms and the focus they reveal.
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of economics, intellectual ideas, political formations and more, was either brought to the rest of
the world by Europeans or was an indirect result of European intervention. Among colonial
historians of the Madras Presidency, many have pointed out the extent to which we must
understand colonial discourses in terms of existing indigenous ones (Raman 2012, Irschick 1994,
Peterson 2010, Mukund 2005, Howes 2003, Ebeling). Scholars have variously addressed the
emergence of colonialism as a matter of policy (towards the various ‘problems’ of agriculture and
sectarianism) (Irschick 1994, Appadurai 2007) as social structures (Neild- basu 1984, Mukund
2005), and sets of bodily habitus of writing, documenting, truth-deciding associated with
bureaucracy (Raman 2012). New ways of sharing information defined and the construction of
new publics which might or might not have been in dialogue with European technologies and

ideologies (Bayly 1996, 2001, O’Hanlon, Washbrook 2011).

On the other hand, scholars of Eurasia and the Indian Ocean have proposed the temporal
scope and concept of the ‘early modern’ covering roughly the sixteenth to mid eighteenth
centuries. This temporal and conceptual focus allows for a closer examination of major shifts in
history-writing, individual subjectivity, rise of commercial cash economies and mobile
individuals and relationships between kingly authority, ethno-linguistic identity and
institutionalized religion along terms very different than what was happening contemporaneously
in Europe. At the same time, it allows for an understanding of connected histories from Europe
through to East Asia through trade, political relationships, and individual encounters with
difference. Scholars locate the Indian Ocean as a place of significant shifts vis-a-vis the position
of the individual, approach to knowledge production, modes of economy, and unprecedented
connectivity. New classes of multi-lingual and mobile literati writing not only in pan-

subcontinental languages like Sanskrit (Pollock 2006, 2011, 2016) and Perso-Arabic (Alam
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2004; Alam and Subrahmanyam 2004, 2011; O’Hanlon and Washbrook 2010) but vernacular
languages of court and elite like Telugu or Urdu (Rao, Shulman, Subrahmanyam 2003) defined
new cultures of writing for broader consumption, histories which focused on individual human
agency and paradigms of poetry and performance that reflected the very human aesthetic

priorities of elite courtly culture: sensuality, commerciality and mobility.

Many new kinds of cultural production (particularly dance, music, poetry, painting) in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were negotiated and crystalized in the complicated melting
pot dynamics of the Deccan and southern India — whether vernacular movements in poetry,
genres of miniature painting, or hybrid repertoires of music and dance. Scholars writing on
central and south India have attended to political economics (Subrahmanyam 2001, 2002; Das
Gupta 2004), trade histories (Arasaratnam 1986, 1996), literature (Rao, Shulman 1992, 1998,
2002, 2006) and to some extent, religious studies (especially Islam, Green 2006; O’Hanlon 2010,
2013; Minkowski et al 2015). Working against the marginalization of southern India in South
Asian historiography, some of these scholars have radically proposed that this period saw new
ideologies of pleasure and transgression, focus on the individual, and historiographic sensibility
under Telugu Nayak rulers from merchant-warrior non-elite backgrounds (Rao, Shulman,

Subrahmanyam 1992, 2003).

Dance as performance, practice and intellectual debate reveals unique negotiations of power
relations and trans-local urban public spheres in this context. However, no extended work has
been done on performance (particularly dance) as bodily culture, coming out of the major shifts
of the early modern period and negotiating the changing politics, economics and material culture
of mobility in the eighteenth century. From the scholarship on early modern Indian Ocean,

particularly south India, I take three things in particular: the focus on individual mobility and
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construction of authority through multiple means, the attention to new kinds of relationship to
the past in the writing of histories and personal narratives particularly in relation to projects of
state-building, and the conceptual importance of networks and circulations. While the focus of
early modern historians has been on political geographies, trade networks and more recently
intellectual circulations, | offer a focus on plural movements around dance-making (people, ideas

and representations) as part of what | define as performative geographies, as | will outline next.

1. Methodology: Archive, Dance & Circulations

To understand dance across urban contexts of the early modern Coromandel and Deccan in
the context of Indian Ocean circulations, I have examined multiple kinds of archives and archival
traces. | have focused on analyzing how dance was located socially and kinesthetically,
experienced by multiple audiences and elite, theorized and ultimately composed and structured.
Reading across materials (both in terms of media and time), | have read these materials
choreographically: that is, | attend to dynamics between bodies and other elements within a text,
painting, or space, and | also | attend to the organization of circulations, genealogies, and
fragments (of dances, representations of dance, or movement concepts) as they are brought
together, shifted, packaged, oriented, structured, turned around or framed by individuals at
various moments in time and space in order to address new audiences and communities.
Ideologically, I have made several important choices about archive that have determined what
kinds of pasts this work is oriented towards and what kind of histories of performance I produce:
to de-center European voices and knowledge production, to expand beyond textual sources, and
to analyze materials inter-textually (text referencing all the written, painted, spatial materials |

mentioned).
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i.  Sources: Non-European focus, Expanding the Archive

The eighteenth century, when attended to, has largely been examined in terms of the
construction of the British raj and thus, through the lens of European language materials —
whether diaries of British officials, accounts of Danish missionaries, the intellectual debates of
scholars associated with various schools of Orientalism. If pre-colonial Indian language materials
around dance, music and drama are attended to, they focus largely on the classical or medieval
periods and/or on the ostensibly pan subcontinental material written in Sanskrit (which are
considered mostly derivative by the eighteenth century and thus ignored). The main exception to
this has been musicological scholarship that has attended to Tamil and Telugu materials of the
Maratha Tanjavur court — without however an interest in broader political geographies,
circulations or, most importantly, a primary focus on dance as bodily performance (rather than a

study of song-texts).

However, an entire world of imaginaries and debates around dance performance defined the
changing elite cultures and urban milieus of the eighteenth century, borne out in multiple kinds
of textual (in a number of languages), visual, and spatial materials produced in the period. This is
true not only in the affluent and more conservative Tanjavur court but in up-start courts in the far
south, such as Ramanathapuram, and the erstwhile Shia sultanate at Golconda. Moreover, the
circulations between these considerably different urban courts and others in the subcontinent and
across the Bay of Bengal, produced different articulations around dance across language and
media. In this dissertation, | attend to Tamil popular plays, mural paintings and friezes, courtyard
spaces, Sanskrit treatise on (dance, music) performance, miniature paintings, and song-texts for
danced performance (in Telugu, Marathi, Tamil). | do attend to a few European language

materials (a Dutch memoir, early Tamil-English dictionary entries on dance, accounts of Queen
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Victoria jubilee celebrations in the 1830s, and the writing of Orientalist scholar William Jones) —
primarily in order to trace how European individuals drew on and negotiated with the dynamic
imaginaries and performance paradigms | trace over the eighteenth century, which they found
themselves within at the turn of the nineteenth century; to locate Europeans within this world of

change rather than fitting knowledge about India into western histories of knowledge production.

| also extend the archive to the many spaces across southeast India in which dance lived and
people congregated — some thriving and overwhelming today, like Rameswaram or Madurai
temple, parts of the Tanjavur palace; some completely unacknowledged, run down or painted
over, such as the many out of the way lodges or smaller temples in Kumbakonam and
Nagapattinam or the palace estates of Pudukottai or Sivagangai which no longer exist but for a
courtyard. Through these multiple textual, visual and spatial fragments, | address the
representation, theorization and composition of danced dynamics. In turn, not only the
performance of dancers, but the participation in scenarios of performance as well as the process
of theorizing dance as movement vocabulary establishes trans-local identities and audiences in

the process of defining individual or state authorities.

ii. Reading Inter-Textually for Dancing and Participating Bodies
| focus not just on the materials | mentioned but on their circulation or citation in other
materials. My analysis is therefore inter-textual; | trace how ideas about dance travel and morph
by reading across materials and media. The tensions between the formulaic and the specific form
the backbone of my analysis. In theorizing the relationship between bodies, text, space and
politics, especially in relation to writing histories, 1 turn to multiple sets of scholarship from
dance and performance studies. Not only does this scholarship locate agency within the bodily

action and interpersonal dynamics around dance, it provides frameworks for understanding
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interpersonal relational dynamics across space and time as contingent, continually re-organized
and re-established through multiple kinds of practical and strategic moves (bodily and

discursive).

| attend to the politics of dance not just in terms of dance composition, but also dance-
participation (as patron-audience or general public) and knowledge production around dance
(representations in popular culture and intellectual debates). Susan Foster (1995, 2010) addresses
the act or process of constructing a dance as a conscious and pre-meditated form of producing
knowledge and constructing history, that is distinctly corporeal. By extending and critiquing
older scholarship that connects bodily action to social conditioning and discourses of power,
such as the work of Michel Foucault, Marcel Mauss and more, Foster recuperates a sense of
agency in bodily practice as producing multiple kinds of knowledge in the negotiation of existing
power structures and discourses about bodily identity (sex, gender, class, ethnicity, etc.).
Extending this attention to decisions and discourses of dance-making, Janet O’Shea links bharata
natyam to processes of identity construction and institution building both on a local and global
level in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, centralizing dance practices as active
choreographic negotiations of socio-political change that cite different visions of the past and
authorize contrasting positions in the present (O'Shea 2007). Drawing on her work, | extend this
attention back into the eighteenth century and to considerations of not just dance-making but
choices around how to represent and theorize dance by a number of stake-holders with political
and socio-economic ambitions. By focusing on the different strategies that individuals mobilize
around not just dance-making but imagining and representing dance as performance scenario or
movement practice or compositional structure, | suggest that these individuals define their own

positions of authority vis-a-vis multiple pasts and different real and imagined audience that are

18



defined conditionally and trans-locally (rather than locally or globally), in the eighteenth century

as a pivotal period of shifting landscapes and ideals around performance.

Methodologically, | attend to the bodily dynamics of bodies in motion in relation to one
another and the spaces they move through — by closely reading texts, images and the spaces
themselves. In addition, I attend to how individuals pull together, organize, mobilize and
configure ideas and material traces travel in the construction of new authorities or institutional
loci — I consider their choices as ‘moves’ in the articulation of their own authorities and urban
milieus. | am interested not just in dancing bodies but those viewing and writing/painting about it

— and the relationship between them.

| understand dance as a relational dynamic — with meaning, affect and significance produced
in the space between performer and audience, and broader debate. Dance historians have shown
that the meanings and significances of dances are both social and politicized in ways that are
plural and determined not just by its creators and practitioners but also its spectators, patrons and
contexts (Manning 2004, Desmond 1999, Srinivasan 2011, Taylor 2003, Hamera 2006).
However, rather than thinking about the processes in/of performance in terms of spectatorship
and consumption, | am interested in performance as inter-personal and kinesthetic. By reading
across textual, visual and spatial material, | can interrogate the multiple ways in which bodily
dynamics are constructed in the context of dance practice and performance. In the context of
intellectual debates around dance as practice and movement vocabulary, | suggest that authors

respond to dance’s affective and kinesthetic potentialities, rather than to questions of narrative
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representation or meaning-making in a religious, puranic or ritual sense.® My analysis of dance-
making and representation is thus underscored by a long-standing notion in South Asian
aesthetic theory that affect and meaning-making are constructed in the space-interaction between
performance (object) and viewer-experiencer.* Because conceptualizations of both performance,
literature-poetry or visual art have been considered not just visual but sensory in a broader way,
the viewer-experiencer is also participant. This opens up the space to consider dance as a
relational dynamic constructed in specific space, place, and between performer and other
participants (patrons, general audience, writers on dance) in conversation with translocal trends

and ideas about dance.®

iii.  Tracing Genealogies and Circulations: Dance, Space/Place and Mobility
Working against the fixing of bodily histories to colonial and postcolonial geopolitical

boundaries, | focus on the relational dynamics between urban localities in the early modern

31 also draw on debates around performativity and textuality, including Diana Taylor’s distinction between archive
and repertoire and historian Bhavani Raman’s arguments about the changing habitus of textual production.

4 There are some common misconceptions about rasa. Rasa shows up first systematically in the text on dramatic
arts, Natya Sastra. However, it developed largely in discussions of literary theory and aesthetics — first in terms
of figures of speech (Dandin, Udbhatta), then as an aspect that defines characters within a literary work (Bhoja)
then by the 11" century, to define a reader’s response to the work (Bhatta Nayaka, Abhinava Gupta). Rasa
dropped out entirely from discussions of dance (or vice versa) after the medieval centuries Deccan. Rasa
became important again in the early modern period, through poetry, primarily as srngara — erotic love — which
subsumed everything else (Bhanudatta, Keshavdas, others). In this context, it is the idea of srngara that became
aquainted with dance, not through the formal scholarship on rasa, but through the aesthetics of courtesan poetry
which became a mainstay of performance. Today, the idea of a general importance of rasa to dance is based on
the revivalist conflation of drama and dance which had been separate before the nineteenth century, along with
a revivalist project of aligning dance with the Natya sastra. Otherwise, it was only srngara that was important,
and not in any formal sense put forth by the Natya Sastra but through the creative possibilities of early modern
poetic-visual-performative courtly paradigms.

> Both the broad sensory approach to experiencing the ‘performance-object’ and the location of affect and meaning-
making in the space between performer and experiencer might be somewhat present in western conceptions,
mostly associated with the post-modern turn but have long and complicated genealogies both formally in South
Asian intellectual debates (since the 10" century Kashmiri debates but especially the early modern aesthetic
revolution) and informally in the way performance has been used in popular movements (with music in early
bhakti movements and dance and drama later on).
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context, not as objective geographic locations but as real and imagined products of multiple
kinds of flows. My attention across textual, visual and spatial fragments around dance makes
visible the ways in which various circulations of individuals, movements, and ideas about
performance intersected with the state and projects of imperial expansion at various moments in
time and place; or how individuals negotiated the contingent spaces between and beyond state
authority as they moved between courts or established their own space and authority in a shifting
geography. Thus, in constructing genealogies through these circulations, | attend to continuities
not as singular or universal Histories but as plural and contingent threads and movements
sometimes overlapping and at other times diverging to produce certain shifts in certain places
and times. | locate dance in movement and circulations, defined through the process of
translation, re-articulation and relocation. At the same time, I anchor my discussion in an
attention to dance’s relationship to the specifics of space and place, to avoid the pitfalls of a

local-global dialectic.

In his seminal work Modernity At Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, Arjun
Appadurai theorizes the production of locality in relation to other formations — the state, the
nation, the west, the global — in terms of flows or what he calls scapes (Appadurai 1996).
Appadurai’s conception of locality and scapes re-orients discussions of cultural production from
isolated bounded localities to ones produced by the movement of people, ideas, technologies and
more. Appadurai’s focus on the production of locality is presented in contradistinction to the
deterestrialization many argue is the defining factor of post-modern globalization. Coming from
another angle, I am interested in movements and circulations that define trans-locality, not as a
border zone, but as a defining condition of early modern urban culture. In this, I am in

conversation with scholars of the Indian Ocean who trace human, material and ideological flows
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across South Asia and across Afro-Asia (Ramaswamy 2014, Amrith 2013). | trace movement
across and through both place and time — to present a cosmopolitanism anchored across multiple
localities in changing configurations in relation to one another, rather than through dialectics of

the local and global.

I understand dance and ideas about dance to be borne out of processes movement rather than
stably located. In the process, | draw on dance studies scholars who have grappled with dance
and globalization albeit in a very different context than the one | write about (O’Shea 2007,
Chakravorty, Gupta 2012, Kwan 2013, Srinivasan 2011, Savigliano 1995). Attending to a variety
of dance forms and histories, these scholars attend to how dancers and others construct identities,
define cities, and navigate political economies in and through dance. While | draw on their
attention to the multiple ways dance and dancers can circulate and how they can create a space
that transcends physical locality, | am interested in the rooted discussion of dance as re-
articulated in conversation with the specifics of multiple urban milieus. | believe dance, whether
categorized as experimental, classical, traditional, ritual or social can be understood in terms of
the tensions between what is being drawn upon and what is being shifted — that is, between the
formulaic and the specific — either explicitly or implicitly through bodily processes of citation. In
that case, | do not think about dance-making or performing as passive acts of inheritance.
Instead, | think about dance-making as well as knowledge production around dance as a series of
decisions and orientations, in a complex relationship with place (specific urban milieu) and
social context. Conceptually, I draw on scholar Sara Ahmed’s feminist and queer studies
phenomenological focus on orientation. | suggest that bodily knowledge (here not just text but
visual culture and spaces themselves) is dependent on the producer’s orientation towards

particular practices, values around the body and mobility and trans-local audiences, imagined or
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real.

I thus attend to the construction of urban space and place in the context of these flows: not just
as physical built environments, but as imagined cultural milieus of encounter and mobility
defined by the transgression of existing social hierarchies, and as sets of kinesthetic practices
(particularly of assembly, performance and patronage-participation around dance events). | focus
especially on the social and performative space of the courtyard — which crosses domains
ostensibly demarcated as political, religious or commercial, and complicates the question of
‘public’ and ‘private’ (or as discussions on Indian spatial dynamics have described, interior and
exterior). Rather than understanding these spaces and places as heterotopias or tactical strategies,
spaces that are distinct because they subvert hegemonic power structures, these spaces were
definitive of the early modern condition of flux and part of the construction of authority and
power itself in ways that conditional, contingent, translocally imagined and hybrid-ly
constructed. | suggest that the consideration of space as existing between real and imagined is
not just a post-modern condition (De Certeau 2011, Soja 1996, Hall 2008, Goldman 2013).
Rather, it is a reality of the period and context | write about and an important lens through which
to understand dance and vice-versa. | further draw on scholarship that locates dance in the

construction of distinct kinesthetic worlds (Candelario 2016; Tomko 2000, Banerji forthcoming).

In the process, | construct alternative genealogies of the present. I define genealogies as
threads of practices, aesthetic conceptions or performance ideals through time and place and are
mobilized by individuals to define dance in the context of shifting landscapes. That is, | attend to
continuities as well as shifts as constitutive not only of the eighteenth century but also nineteenth
century colonial knowledge production. Therefore, my approach to trans-localities as well as my

argument against a sense of colonial rupture come together in these genealogies. These
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connections, and the urban milieus that are imagined and constructed by the individuals making
them, constitute what | call performative geographies, the organizing conceptual framework of

this dissertation.

A note on identities: Religious identities have been significantly over-written into South Asian
pasts vis-a-vis colonial and postcolonial narratives, treated as monolithic and cohesive. However,
the over-arching categories of Hindu, Muslim, etc., were not the organizing categories around
which people mobilized, responded to one another or imagined cultural landscapes, particularly
in the contexts and sources | examine around dance and performance. Instead, a number of
sectarian identities and movements: Shia, Saivite, Sri Vaishnavite and more intersected variously
with linguistic identity (Tamil, Telugu, Maratha, Perso-Arabic), political affiliation (Mughal,
Nayak, Setupati, Qutb Shahi), community (Marava, Marakkayar, Niyogi, Kaikolar) and
importantly, place (Tanjavur, Ramanathapuram, Pudukkottai, Golconda, Kumbakonam, Madurai
and more). In fact, in many ways, this dissertation is about understanding how conditionally and
performatively all of these operated not just on the level of identity, but of affiliation, authority

and strategy.

I11.  Structure of the Dissertation
My dissertation is organized along several formative debates around the aesthetics, repertoire
and representation of courtly dance and professional dancing women. The first chapter addresses
the socio-spatial binaries under which South Indian dance has come to be defined: ‘temple
dance’ or ‘court dance’, public or private performance, and the politics of eroticism implicit in
that distinction. The second chapter is framed by the debate about the Sanskritization/
textualization of dance in the twentieth century — working against another set of binaries, ‘north’

and ‘south’ India, ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ patronage, and the politics of ‘modern’ knowledge in
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the context of a language today perceived as ancient or classical. The third chapter addresses the
idea of concert structure and debates about standardization, bringing together concerns raised in
the first two chapters in discussing the new paradigm of dance-making that emerged and defined
what we today consider classical south Indian dance forms. Each chapter is organized around a
different set of translocal performative geographies that | trace and the processes that enlivened

them — translating, orienting, structuring.

i.  Translating (Re/Staging) Urban Mobility: Space, Place, and Scenarios of
Performance

Chapter 1 sets the stage, focusing on the socio-spatial politics of dance across the Coromandel
— complicating distinctions between religious, economic and royal urban performance spaces
through attention to new mobilities and urban milieus in the eighteenth century. It does so by
centralizing scenarios around courtly dance in text, image and drama produced in the eighteenth
century (Tamil and European); namely popular Tamil plays known as nonti natakam (cripple’s
play), mural paintings in emerging urban spaces, the spaces of performance including court
darbars and public lodges, ‘company’ paintings, and a European (Dutch) memoir. The scenarios
of performance imagined in these sources connected localities in southeast India and beyond into
specific urban geographies. I look specifically at popular Tamil plays known as nonti natakam
(cripple’s play), mural paintings in emerging urban spaces, court darbar and public lodge spaces,
‘company’ paintings, a Dutch memoir, reading across the textual and visual to interrogate the
construction of space, place and geographies in and through dance. The focus is on how dance is
imagined and where. | argue that dance performance cut across socio-spatial contexts, court and
temple, public and private, local and translocal, by embodying a kinesthetic dynamic of mobility

and urban cosmopolitanism — particularly as imagined and located in emerging urban centers.
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Moreover, these scenarios were translated, articulated and re-spatialized not only by various

Indian nouveau riche but Europeans fashioning their authorities as native elite.

| trace specific circulations from the late seventeenth century into mid-eighteenth century

Coromandel (as connected across the bay through trade): Ramnad, Tanjavur, Masulipatnam and
other urban centers — Kanchipuram, Tiruchi, Madurai, Nagore. By the 1680s, when Nayak
control had weakened or mostly been supplanted by successor states (Maratha, Marava Setupati
or Nawab), the region was connected especially through independent political players and
economic connections — trade and relationships of tribute (one state paying another and being
nominally under its authority). Little kings, merchant-entrepreneurs and political intermediaries
patronized the production of these new urban imaginaries centered on the kinesthetic dynamics

of authority and mobility embodied in dance performance and participation.

ii.  Orienting Taste: Literati, Sanskrit Textuality, and Dance as Practice

Chapter 2 turns to debates around the aesthetics and trends of practice— played out through
Sanskritic textual production that in the eighteenth century connected dance to a series of
medical, gender and sexual discourses. At the same time, these debates sought to canonize and
standardize dance practices. | look at specific Sanskrit texts on dance (as sangeeta or nartana) in
relation to miniature paintings and courtly poetry to situate the convergence of an aestheticized
sensuality (srngara) across media. When we reach eighteenth century Tanjavur, however,
Sanskrit texts on dance, grappling with new moral and practical priorities and responding to
movement vocabularies distinct to the south Indian context, present dance distinctly in terms of
the effort of movement technique and practice and privileging abstract rhythmic movement
elements. The focus is on how dance was theorized in terms of movement and significance

(affective or meaning-making). | argue firstly that textual ideals have been produced through
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orientation towards new practices and trends at various historical moments in the south Asian
context, with authors conversing across time, space and various geographies with other
intellectuals — both text and practice were conceived as dynamic, mutable and always subject to
debate. Secondly, I argue that through this process, intellectuals, variously located within
changing institutional and geo-political matrices through relationships of patronage and the
debates they sought to engage with, produced distinct shifts in the early modern period,
particularly the eighteenth-century Kaveri delta — shifting from a focus on the affective and

sensual possibilities of performance towards dance practice as technical and effortful movement.

| trace specific circulations over the early modern period into the eighteenth century:
Vijayanagar Deccan up to Mughal Delhi, back to the Deccan under the Ahmednagar (and
Golconda (Qutb Shahi) sultanates and following the Marathas from the Bijapur sultanate to
Tanjavur. | also trace the circulation of ideas from the Vijayanagar Deccan straight south through
the Nayak dynasties. This chapter, more than just about circulating ideas about dance in relation
to political geographies, is about the interface at multiple moments of popular socio-devotional
movements (their performative practices) with the projects of imperial expansion: starting with
Haridasa music and dance and the expansion of the Vijayanagar empire, to Sufi and Krishna
bhakti which gave rise to courtly ritikal aesthetics central to Mughal Delhi’s courtly patronage,
and multiple movements coming into the eighteenth-century Coromandel. The interface between
devotional movements and courts was mediated by minister intellectuals (like the Diksitar family
under the later Nayaks and the family of Tryambakaraya makhi under the early Marathas at

Tanjavur) who along with kings themselves produced most of the texts examined here.

iii.  Structuring Repertoires and Socio-Spatial Publics: What is a Kacceri?

Chapter 3 turns to the formation of a new structural logic for courtly dance repertoires — the
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sadir kacceri (concert) — by tracing the rising influence of several populist religious movements
on dance as a distinct form from drama and music, through their interface with state patronage.
Tracing three genealogies, I highlight the increasing move away from lyricism to abstract
rhythmic and melodic concerns, the focus on concert as a structural entity, and the socio-
administrative spaces of assembly ‘concert’ dance became synonymous with. I look specifically
at song texts of the new genres that emerged in the eighteenth century — varnam, svarajati,
sabdam — and performance texts or nirupanas alongside early Tamil-English dictionary entries
on dance and descriptions of public celebrations involving dance (from Jubilee Celebrations of
Queen Victoria and a journal called The Literary Panorama). In a couple places, | read these
materials against inscriptional records about payments made or tax collection for special events.
The focus is on how dance is composed and by whom. I argue that through the formal elements
of repertoire, performer-composers brought influences to the Kaveri delta through their own
circulations and performative backgrounds — producing both a priority of abstract elements in
dance (and music), and an attention to concert as structured event by the end of the eighteenth
century. Moreover, | suggest that this compositional attention to structure and hybrid elements

spoke to dance’s changing socio-spatial contexts and authorities.

| trace specific circulations leading to the late eighteenth century: particularly from Golconda
down to Tanjavur and Madurai, followed by Travancore and Ettayapuram in the early nineteenth
century. Extending the relationship between bhakti movements and politics of empire, this
chapter hinges on circulations of itinerant saint composers or troupe-communities as they
intersect with state courts, patronage and support. This includes the relationship of Samarth
Ramdas’ to Sivaji Bhonsle, Bhadrachala Ramdas to Abul Hassan’s Golconda court, Narayana

Tirta, Bharatam Kasinathayya and bhagavatar disciples for Shahji Bhonsle and the subsequent
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Tanjavur court. Blurring simple understandings of sectarian identities and the relationship of
religiosity to politics, the circulations of these individuals and the performative movements they
spurred gave rise, in the 18" century Kaveri delta, to new hybrid repertoires, with a focus on
abstract music and movement elements and structured concert form. The formation of the sadir
kacceri (dance concert) brought together not only formal aesthetic and structural concerns but
connotations of both legal and commercial space — as seen in the Perso-Arabic loan words,
popularized through British usage sadir (dance, also legal court and ‘cheap’) and kacceri
(concert, also peripatetic revenue office). Thus, the convergence of multiple notions of socio-
spatial authority, played out especially in contexts of public assembly, spurred an attention to

dance performance as structured ‘concert’ by the turn of the nineteenth century.

iv. Epilogue

The conclusion of this dissertation leads me into the twentieth century but through a very
different ‘genealogy of the present’ of where dance is located vis-a-vis trans-local (and by this
time transnational) circulation in the context of globalization: dance in popular cinema, in
particular in Tamil cinema. Today Tamil cinema is one of the biggest industries in the world
reaching across audiences throughout most of the world, springing up its own sub-cultures and
processes of translation that have little to do with Europe and the US, or at least main stream
conceptions of south Asian diasporic identities in these places. In examining a specific iconic
dance number/scene from the 1958 film ___, I bring myself back to the main questions I raise in
the dissertation, about dance and the complicated dynamics of mobility and trans-locality that
aren’t predicated on western-educated elite that construct different kinds of imagined publics,
often equally universal, but also conscious in its cutting parodic critiques of nationalisms,

globalism and respectability politics. | suggest that to understand the dynamics of eighteenth
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century dance in the Coromandel, we have to look not at classical dance today, because it is
over-determined in its discursive constructions of nation, middle class and diaspora but to dance
in popular culture — to understand its grappling with popular trends, the centrality of multiple
circulations and its engagement with audiences. Ultimately, | hope this opens up a different kind
of conversation around dance that today allows a consideration of circulations and imaginaries
especially across Afro-Asia, or the ‘Global South’ more broadly, through the travel of dance in

and through networks not always acknowledged or deemed important.

IV.  Significance

This dissertation aims to make multiple interventions into South Asian dance histories, Indian
Ocean urban bodily connectivities, and early modern history. Firstly, this dissertation aims to
mobilize but also push beyond post-colonial critique. Post-colonial scholars have highlighted the
construction of narratives and discourses produced by European colonizers and the ways in
which many post-colonial practices and narratives about the past were constructed in response to
it. But it is also important to look beyond colonial institution-building and knowledge production
to the numerous actors and stakeholders around bodily histories of performance — not just on an
individual level but on the institutional level of state-building — outside of Europeans in the
Indian Ocean world. This is not just an ideological stance but a historical necessity: in large part
Europeans in South Asia and Indian Ocean relied on already existing institutions, networks of
capital, modes of authority, and cultural imaginaries to function in the subcontinent and beyond,
well into the nineteenth century.® Even at the height of British colonial imperialism, the

geographic and social area they covered was far from the entire subcontinent. An entire network

6 See Subrahmanyam, Sanjay. Penumbral Visions: Making Polities in Early Modern South India. University of
Michigan Press, 2001.
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of heads of state, merchant-capitalists, landed elite, multiple industries, artisans, intellectuals,
performers and more drove change and the definition of new socio-spatial urban dynamics in the
eighteenth century. This dissertation, through an attention to the politics of performance and
kinesthetic cultures of authority and mobility is but one part of a larger project. Dance is central
to these conversations because of the ways in which it moves, the ways in which it constructs

movement, the ways in which we read signification and pasts through movement.

Secondly, | hope to help de-stabilize histories of South Asian dance and Indian Ocean bodily
histories more generally. The pasts and the movements traced in this dissertation became
relevant to a number of forms we today consider separately: bharata natyam, kuchipudi,
mohiniattam, and even kathak. Current categorizations of classical dance forms are a product of
twentieth century cultural nationalism in which dance more than any other form was upheld as
an embodiment of language-based territorialized identities linked to state boundaries. | do not
suggest that one history produced many forms and relatedly that all south Indian forms are a
version of bharata natyam — that is a model that has been rightfully critiqgued by many scholars
working on south Asian dance. | instead suggest that the histories for what we today consider
different genres of dance are all tightly interconnected through movements examined in this
dissertation — both in terms of places and in terms of ideas and representations of dance. | aim to
destabilize mappings that fix dance in space and place — whether to temples as stand-alone
spaces of religion or to territorially defined cultural regions which are now defined as states
within the Indian nation — Tamil Nadu, Andra Pradesh, Telangana, Kerala, even up to Orissa.
These were not isolated regions nor was dance treated separately, but as coming out of the
multiple movements across, between and through. In fact, this story of dance from the early

modern into the eighteenth century takes me from Ramnad in the far south to Mughal Delhi (and
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the Rajput courts) back down through the central Indian sultanate centers of Ahmednagar and

Golconda as well as Tanjavur.

Finally, I attend to dance as part of the construction of new publics — I aim to contribute to a
broader conversation about dance’s location today in the Indian Ocean context. In early modern
contexts, new dance paradigms actively negotiated shifting geo-political landscapes as well
socio-economic mobilities: as intersubjective dynamic and media. While individuals involved in
making dances, representing and writing about dance grappled with discursive and bodily ideals,
they did so with the full understanding that identities and values were contingent and constantly
re-negotiated, with little preciousness around fixed and absolute ideologies. Today, classical
dance is in many ways over-determined in terms of respectability politics and imagined cultural
pasts (whether national, regional, community-specific and otherwise). However, if we look
outside the world of classical dance today, in the numerous negotiations of dance in the public
sphere — in relation to music and popular culture, cinema, and digital social media, we find ways
of mobilizing movement, multiple citational strategies and focus on kinesthetic and affective
connections across multiple publics, with a sense of flair and self-awareness that are reminiscent

of the early modern dynamics | address in this dissertation.

| focus on early modern and eighteenth-century circulations of/around dance across the Indian
Ocean because they are vitally relevant to understanding and re-enlivening those connections
today. The fluid connective networks that the early modern period, and the performative
geographies | trace, across the non-western world offer a means for re-framing the present in a
way that de-centers Euro-American globalizing forces. The period just before colonialism has an
important resonance with the current moment we find ourselves in today, when once again the

language-ethnicity based boundaries of colonial regimes and post-colonial nationalisms seem
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increasingly to be dissolving in the face of new kinds of connections and geo-politics.
Centralizing the intersections of class, mobility, and identity politics embodied in urban dance
paradigms of early modernity(/ies) is, | believe, relevant to re-situating what we consider the
global south today — especially around questions of diaspora, urban popular cultures and

institutional patronage across national borders.
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CHAPTER 1

Translating (Re/Staging) Urban Mobility:
Space, Place and Scenarios of Performance

A man enters the large hall with his companion...

the hall is bright with the beauty of many women. But they are merely backdrop, scenery for the
one beautiful woman, appearing across from him. She is surrounded by musicians, the horn
(thitthi) player, the maddalam (percussion) player, the singer singing sangeetam, and of course,
the nattuvanar dance master keeping time with his talams (cymbals), who start up with pomp and
joy the music, the melam. And she dances. She dances with grace, and movement and vibrancy

and erotic flourish, her feet twinkling with the sound of bells (salangai)
Enacting lines of love and union with her hands, enticing
She dances natanam

The man is awestruck; he has fallen for her in that hall filled with music, dance, sparkling

beauty. He melts inside...

This scenario was staged and restaged in various ways in creative genres throughout the
eighteenth century — in popular Tamil plays, palace murals, tapestries, company paintings, and
the memoirs of European and Indian travelers. There are variations, omissions, additions, and re-
framings in different interpretations. Sometimes the generalized backdrop of dancing women has
been removed. Sometimes the man, the spectator, the rasika is outside the frame, leaving the

reader or viewer as the sole spectator. Sometimes the whole scene is bodily removed from the
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context of defined interior space and set in a nameless landscape. The context might be
Srirangam a temple town, Ramanathapuram a new urban center, or Masulipatnam a European
trading post. Yet the moment of first encounter is a constant; it lingers. The evocation of the
dancer’s movement in the flair of her feet and the expressiveness of her hands replays in texts,

images, and dramas in the rapidly shifting cultural and political milieu of southeast India.

Dance surfaces time and again in and through new creative genres from the late seventeenth
century onwards — namely genre of popular play in Tamil known as nonti natakam (cripple’s
play), new kind of mural friezes, ‘company painting’ and memoirs. Artists and poets produced
these genres and their representations of dance for new patrons in a number of distinct social and
geo-political contexts. In particular, they produced particular versions of the scenario described
above, across media and contexts. In this chapter I trace the contours of scenarios of dance
performance that emerged as part of a distinctly trans-local network of spaces, places and
imaginaries from the late seventeenth century and through the eighteenth century. I locate these
scenarios in changes that defined this period: new politics around sensuality and transient

relationships to space and place.

Most discussions of South Indian dance’s pre-colonial pasts have defined dance forms’
identities in relation to location: as belonging to temples or as more recent revisionist scholars
have argued, palace courts. Countering colonial accusations of Indian cultural degeneracy,
twentieth century dancers and intellectuals insisted on the spiritual and religious roots of what
they defined as the classical dances of India. Identifying forms like bharata natyam, kucipudi and
mohiniattam as ‘temple dance’, dancers and intellectuals aligned dance with both the nationalist
need for ancient classical origins and the imperatives of an emerging middle-class respectability

politics which divorced art from commerce. On the other hand, Indian musicologists and more
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recently, revisionist performance historians have focused on the development of sadir dance in
courtly milieus, primarily that of Tanjavur. However, these studies still treat court and temple as

fixed and self-evident spaces as well as spheres of activity.

Moreover, discussions of pre-colonial ‘traditional’ south Indian performing arts are primarily
centered on Tanjavur, cited as the cultural hub of south India. On the other hand, discussions
which locate in dance in socio-economic mobility, individual self-definition and politics have
focused on European port cities — Madras first and foremost but also Pondicherry where the
French were established, Nagapattinam where the Dutch were established, Tranquebar where the
Danish were established and others (Mukund 2005, Mantena 2012; Fihl et al 2014). Scholars,
when addressing the development of modern paradigms around dance-making and publics have
traced a shift from traditional patronage in Tanjavur to the modern concert halls of Madras

(Subramanian, 2006; Weidman 2006; Peterson & Soneji, 2008; Soneji 2012).”

However, this was simply not the entire picture in this period; the Coromandel was defined by
multiple political centers (capitals of ruling dynasties and their states) and multiple trade cities
along the coast (Subrahmanyam 1990, 2001; Rao, Shulman Subrahmanyam 1992; Arasaratnam
1984,1986).2 More importantly, the eighteenth century saw significant shifts in patronage and
representations of dance-as-performance, tied in with the spatial politics of mobility. I suggest
that sadir dance’s physical location in spaces of temple and court was superseded by another

demarcation: that of the urban milieu defined by dynamic configurations bringing palace courts,

7 Implicit in these shifts is the tracing of a shift from traditional to modern — where classical dance is signaled as part
of the making of modern India

8 Nayaks ruled Tanjavur, the most cited cultural center of pre-colonial south India. They also ruled Madurai further

south — an important center since at least the medieval period but much less attended to in terms of culture
history — and Senji, a strategic fort town to the north
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major urban temples and commercial public spaces together into constellations of political,
economic and cultural centrality. Dance cut across these and other spaces, making visible a
broader social sphere. In the closing decades of the seventeenth century, significant shifts in
political geographies redefined the subcontinent in general and the southeast in particular. Over
the course of the eighteenth century, alliances were constantly shifting between rulers and
between cities — making the period one of distinct political and economic opportunity for new

entrants on the scene. In this context, new states as well as elite emerged.

Many of those newly seeking to define themselves as elite patronized poetry, painting,
performance and architecture, spurring the definition of new creative genres. These genres, such
as the Tamil nonti natakam, were distinct in that they turned away from the usual focus till that
time: royal centers and ideologies of kingship. Instead, they turned towards the urban contexts of
a broader social geography, with mobile individuals (rather than kings) as protagonists. They
formulated scenarios around performance through which these new social players and shifting
urban milieus defined themselves and their concerns. In constructing and transmitting scenes and
scenarios around dance in and through spaces of authority, patrons, poets and artists redefined
politics of patronage, mobility sensual kinesthetic of space vis-a-vis performance. Sadir dance’s
physical location in spaces of temple and court was superseded by another demarcation: that of
the urban milieu defined by dynamic configurations bringing palace courts, major urban temples
and commercial public spaces together into constellations of political, economic and cultural
centrality. Dance cut across these and other spaces, making visible a broader social sphere. Sadir
performance, anchored by the space of the courtyard (of temple, court, or public lodge), also

blurs the lines between what constituted public and private spheres of activity.
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This chapter addresses scenarios of dance performance as negotiating two distinct but
inter-related concerns. Firstly, multiple sets of people who were newly defining themselves
as figures of authority in urban contexts in the Coromandel, negotiated dynamics around
performance and sensuality set up by early modern Nayak courts in the south — a culture of
‘atrophied eroticism’ (Rao, Shulman, Subrahmanyam, 1992). In doing so, however, they
often moved against Nayak hedonism and expressed ambivalence around the sensual body —
both of patron and performer. Secondly and relatedly, both artists/performers and nouveau
riche patrons had a less stable relationship to space and place than earlier ruling elite — given
their efforts to mobilize multiple opportunities and investments across the Coromandel and
beyond. Relationships to space and place were not only transient, translocal conceptions of
political and performative geographies were common. Scenarios of performance represented
in popular plays and paintings from multiple urban milieus in the long eighteenth century
make visible the intersections between politics of the sensual body and transient relationships
to space, place and power. That is, these scenarios manifest as kinesthetic concerns around
not only performance dynamics but mobility — socio-economic and geopolitical. Dance
scenarios, whether staged in court darbars, temple courtyards, or the common spaces of

public lodges, made visible a world on the move.

In the first section, | frame the rest of the chapter through the historical intersection of
sensuality, authority (kingship), religion and space set up by the Nayak ruling elite who
predated the new political and commercial elite of the long eighteenth century. Here, I rely
on the seminal work of David Shulman, Narayana Rao and Sanjay Subrahmanyam on Nayak
culture and politics of state-building but extend the attention to issues of space-making as

well. Next, focusing on the new ruling figure of Kizhavan Setupati and the new state and
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urban milieu he developed at Ramanathapuram (the city and its palace) by the turn of the
eighteenth century, | dive into the problematics between performance, space and place-
making and individual authority. I read across mural paintings from the Ramanathapuram

palace and a popular Tamil play produced under Setupati’s patronage.

In the next three sections of the chapter, | explore the translations and slippages as the
scenario of performance was articulated across multiple urban milieus and spaces by
different kinds of individuals constructing their own authorities —in ways that both echoed
and re-spatialized dance from Ramanathapuram representations. In the third section I attend
to figures such as the Muslim (Marakkayar) merchant-politician Abdul Sheik Qadr (aka
Citakkati) who’s family helped finance the Ramanathapuram state through their overseas
Southeast Asian trade, as well as a dubash or intermediary for the English Company, Ananda
Ranga, and finally a Diksitar minister of the Tanjavur court —who all patronized nonti plays
which represented dance in similar yes contextualized ways. | also attend to dance in a space
that emerged as a definitive part of the Coromandel landscape — the chatram or public lodge
usually located as crossroads of major travel routes. In the fourth and fifth sections of the
chapter, I turn to a new set of individuals constructing themselves as native elite by the end
of the eighteenth century — European individuals. I focus on a Dutch-man’s memoir about
traveling down the Coromandel on a palanquin falling in love with a dancer, and an English
set of paintings commissioned by East India Company officials. | suggest that in many ways
these figures inserted themselves into existing bodily and cultural imaginaries in constructing
their authorities, and yet, their representations often shifted or erased the relationship of

dance to space and the visibility of patron that representations of the time relied on.
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Performance studies scholar Diana Taylor, suggests that a scenario is “a paradigmatic
setup that relies on supposedly live participants, structured around a schematic plot, with an
intended (though adaptable) end” (13). A scenario, especially as imagined by Diana Taylor,
is a series of enactments, of interactions that might have a script, or formula but are also
highly performative, improvisatory in their enactment. This series of performative
enactments, staged in the milieu of changing social space, recur and mutate over time and
place across the eighteenth-century Coromandel. Looking at performance draws our attention
to the relationship between performer and participant and makes the process of meaning-
making itself contingent and contextual from scenario to scenario. The scenarios examined in
this chapter focus not just on dancing bodies but on the dynamics between patron, performer
and space. These scenarios, make visible how authority and class are embodied in and

through patronage, participation and sensory experience.

Dance scholars have theorized spectatorship— suggesting that spectators actively construct
meaning and responses based on their own locations (Manning 2004; Desmond 1999; Foster
2010). The same performance can be consumed and responded to in multiple ways by
different spectators based on their racial, sexual, gendered orientations. | extend this focus by
arguing not only for an attention to spectatorship as a viewing experience, but to participation
as a sensory, kinesthetic and spatialized experience. The act of coming into a space,
encountering dance and dancer, and being physically-viscerally transformed by the
experience are all equally important. For the painters and poets of the creative genres
explored here, the focus is not how dancing bodies signify so much as what is created in the
corporeal dynamic between dancer and patron-participant in the mutually visiblizing space of

a darbar, courtyard or sannithi. Moreover, as scenarios of performance are translated across
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different urban contexts by different individuals — Indian, European, little king, merchant,

queen or other — they are framed and understood differently.

In the process, dance was not only framed by new political geographies, but also helped
construct space, place and public identities. Given the dynamics of performance patronage
and participation as imagined in these scenarios, locating dance in or on particular spaces and
places defined them as urban and cosmopolitan. A performance, scheduled or impromptu,
could turn the courtyard of a public lodge into a space of ‘holding court’, a palace darbar or
public festival ground. Thus, dance could define spaces and urban-ness itself as practiced.
Henri Lefebvre, in his theorization of space as socially produced, presented space as
produced through the trialectic of everyday practices, representations of space and the spatial
imaginary of the time (1974). Michel De Certeau on the other hand presents everyday
practices as ‘tactics’ which reclaim space from the institutionalized mapping of cities by
those in power (1984). Foucault has presented heterotopias as spaces for the affirmation of
difference and escape from authoritarian mappings (1984). Later scholars, from the
disciplinary position of critical urban studies, have extended Lefebvre’s trialectics of space
and Foucault’s heterotopias, particularly in describing postmodern urban cityscapes (Soja
1989, 1996). In this chapter, | look at how a particular representational scenario, idea about
dance, or genre of performance travels, weaving together a translocal performative
geography — connecting localized spaces and places (both real and imagined) across the

Coromandel.
Note on Sources:

The creative genres | address, across dramatic, visual, textual registers, are specific to this
historical period— nonti natakam dramas, palace murals and Company paintings, and memoirs
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and diaries. Nonti natakam, or cripple’s play, was a genre of popular Tamil drama — a multi-act
solo (male) performer narrative-based satire — that emerged sometime near the end of the 17"
century but slipped out of circulation by the 19t century.® Murals, depicting not only Puranic
myth episodes but scenes of socio-cultural (usually elite) life and sometimes historical scenes
had a longer history but almost entirely went out of fashion sometime in the nineteenth century
when the separation of religiosity and pleasure left little room for murals in temples. By this
time, a new context for paintings — known as Company paintings — emerged sponsored by
individuals associated with the British East India trading company, reflecting a hybrid aesthetic
sensibility and gaze that was unique to the early colonial moment. And finally, memoirs and
diaries of the eighteenth century reflected a similar early colonial European sensibility in which
individuals imagined themselves as, and emulated in many ways, the ‘native elite’.1° All of these
sources have not been central to writings of South Asian dance histories because they exist on
the margins of today’s sensibilities around religion, sexuality, and respectability — not to be
associated with dances that are defined as classical and sacred. Yet it is precisely in these traces
that dance seems to have existed — in the interstices of social relations, social spaces, and

aspirations for mobility.

Bharata natyam’s history has for long been written as something entirely stable and

physically rooted in royal centers. Usually linked back to discussions of classical texts such

% I make this claim based on existing available paper manuscripts of the play’s texts. They most likely didn’t exist
before this because there are no contemporary records. Whether they continued to be performed into the 19%
century is a question I haven’t yet answered.

10 The genres and their performance scenarios follow implicit and explicit conventions to varying degrees that
make them somewhat formulaic. Beyond mere conventions however, genres act as particular sets or frames
of reference that structure narratives, space, representation, and ultimately experience itself. The rules or
norms implicit in a memoir, a ‘cripple’s” play, or mural frieze provide a means of understanding how they
create meaning. They draw from what’s around them and what is inherited from older frameworks,

providing a genealogy of ideas implicit within their structure and aesthetic.
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as the Sanskrit Natya Sastra and physically limited to the south Indian royal center of
Tanjavur, pre-colonial dance has been treated in ways that are both considerably ahistorical
and disconnected from shifts in political geographies and economies of urban culture which
defined the Coromandel in concrete ways and | argue, dance within it. In all of this,
professional dancing women themselves existed at the intersections of multiple investments —
as professionals (either with a troupe or with institutional support), as social actors in relation
to other artisan and service communities'?, and as civilians who were engaged with local

economics and politics of responsibility for institutions in which they are involved.
. Linking Political Geographies and New Politics of Sensuality

In the sixteenth century, provincial military generals under the medieval Vijayanagar
kingdom known as Nayakas, helped expand the empire in the south, but started declaring their
autonomous dynasties in centers of Madurai, Tanjavur, Ginjee and others.*? The Nayaks were
mainly merchant military figures from Sudra Balija Telugu communities, who claimed kingship
through their entrepreneurial and military individual élan backed by the wealth of their
commercial successes. They presented a shift in narratives of kingship; the old dualistic model of
Sanskritic kingship locked between Brahmins and Kshatriyas was no longer privileged. Instead,

new narratives focused on Sudra (lower caste) glory and unitary individual kingship. Politically,

11 For more on political economies of craft, artisan trade, and service (including textile): Mines, 1984 Warrior
Merchants; 1994 Public Face, Private Lives; Parthasarathi, 2001. Transitions into Colonial Economy; Sinopoli
2003. The Political Economy of Craft Production; Ramaswamy 1986 Textiles and Weavers in Medeival South
India; 2016 Women and Work in Precolonial India; 2016 Migrations in Medieval and Early Colonial India

12 General works on Vijayanagara include: Burton Stein, Vijayanagara, The New Cambridge History of India I, 2
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989); Richard M. Eaton, A Social History of the Deccan, 1300—
1761. Eight Indian Lives, The New Cambridge History of India I, 8 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2005), Chs 1-4; M. H. R'ama Sharma, The History of the Vijayanagar Empire, 2 vols, M. H. Gopal (ed.)
(Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 1978, 1980).
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however, the Nayaka kings still looked to a (weakened) overlord and patronized Brahmins. Thus,
the Nayak king was a grandiose figure cut out for display but shockingly vulnerable to attack.
Nayak kingship also shifted the classical relationship between kings and gods. Moving from a
devotee-deity relationship predicated on duty (dharma), the king was seen on more an equal
footing with an increasingly humanized and personable god in the early modern Nayak court.

The king was even seen as the patron of the central deity of the family dynasty.

The ideal king was an erotic figure whose identity was embodied in the enjoyment of erotic
play with courtesans, the giving of sumptuous food on a large scale and the construction of
beautiful and sensorially-stimulating built-spaces: palace courtyards, temple courtyards, public-
lodge courtyards. Mural painting in built spaces and new genres of court poetry and dramas came
into vogue, which brought together erotic pleasure and the practical concerns of commercial
cash-based transaction®3. Sensuality was thus imagined not only through sexual pleasure and
eroticism but through the kinesthetic pleasures of space, visual art and performance (Rao,
Shulman, Subrahmanyam, 82). Mirroring the changing relationship between kings and gods,
both royal and temple spaces that Nayak elite constructed revolved around a deeply physical
experientiality — densely figured painted walls and ceilings, whole courtyards of sculptured
pillars (often erotic), architecture of awe-inspiring scale, lush spaces for pleasure and leisure (in

palaces).

Nayak literary, visual and performance production reflected a seriousness in the interest in the

body: from medical to cultural/poetry, domains of ritual, devotion and metaphysics (Rao,

13 The padams of Ksetrayya centralize the authority of courtesan women and are filled with references to cash
transactions between courtesan and her customer, god (Muvva Gopala) himself. Plays in Sanskrit and Telugu
both from court playwrights and other literati throughout the Coromandel region frame social interaction
similarly.
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Shulman, Subramanian, 1992). In particular, Nayak elite focused on the idea of the body and
sensual practice as sadhana (practice towards an intended spiritual goal). The idea was in
conversation with the emerging problem of the individual and his awareness and pervasive
themes of violation, physical mutilation, linguistic fragmentation, and regeneration (82). Nayaks
thus created a culture of rule that celebrated individual agency, material wealth as a source of
authority and the sensual body. Thus, under the Nayak regime, sensuality became deeply

intertwined with elite authority as well as the building of new spaces.

In the closing decades of the seventeenth century (1670s-90s), multiple geopolitical moves
brought new elite into play in multiple urban centers across the Coromandel. On one hand, new
elites such as ‘little kings’ or portfolio-capitalists with political aspirations in the eighteenth
century adopted Nayak ways of thinking about eliteness, sensual experience, space and
performance as part of their aspiration for mobility. These new elite, whether new rulers or
political intermediaries inherited genres of performance, poetry, and literature that Nayak elite
had made popular, not to mention the ethos of pleasure and transgression embodied through

Telugu courtly culture.

However, the emerging figures of the eighteenth century also held a different relationship to
power, place, and material culture; navigating political and economic spheres that were
constantly in flux. Their authority was contingent and often fragile. Their relationship to
authority, space and place was transient, signaled by a changing political, social and economic
landscape. In their relationship to space-making, those such as Maratha kings, Setupati lords and
dubash intermediaries directed their energies not only towards the more permanent spaces of

court, temple or fort compounds but in large part towards transitory multi-use spaces such as
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public lodges. These new elite expressed ambivalence around the large-scale spending of the
Nayak era but also the ideologies that had underscored Nayak patronage of annadhanam,

construction and literary and performance production.

Most importantly, elite and rulers who newly established themselves and the sphere of
authority by the end of the seventeenth century showed, through the new creative genres they
produced, a wariness around the hedonistic ideals of sensuality, transgression and material
excess. They drew on other genealogies of thinking about the body and relationships to material
culture that treated the senses with deep distrust, such as classical Tamil poetic worlds. In plays
and paintings, new ways of imagining and representing dance, patronage and urban milieus in
the eighteenth century emerged out of this milieu. The confluence of Nayak legacies of pleasure
and the conditionality of new authority refocused the social relationship between performance,

patronage and space.

Tiruvidai marutur nonti natakam (Tiruvidai Marutur cripple’s play) from the mid eighteenth
century reflects the changing social imaginaries of a landscape in transition!4. The Tamil play is
not about king or Brahmin protagonist, nor about a royal city, but about a bandit-thief anti-hero
who travels from place to place, driven by concerns of money, authority and ultimately savior.
The scene below is found about a third of the way into the play, once Viracorpuli has fled his
hometown after some trouble with his peers.

Having traveled for some ways, Viracorpuli (literally, “brave lion”) lands up in a

small city close to the coast called Tirupporur (east of Kancipuram) to visit the

14 Anandabarati lyengar. “#lmallsnL_magmi- Qpresry mLsi (Tiruvidai marutur nonti natakam).” Kancipuram,
mid 18th century. Tamil Collections. U Ve Swaminatha lyer Library.
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Arulmigu Kandhaswamy (Murugan) temple there. He stays at a chatram (public lodge),
Karunai vamsham pervalar thandavarayan chattram, on the temple water tank’s East
street. One day, on his daily visit to the temple, he sees the “natanam seyyum pengal”,
the women who dance, in the sannidhi. There, he sees all of the dancing women. Most

importantly, he sees Madarasa valli dancing...

IbBd FdHF earglur BT LpLd the (sweet) sound blown by that horn

9PV CFiHgHl LTHLD FhidkhH(LpLD and the sangeetham sung along with it

allgens S HeaTsHSl6T il GevrTs (LpLd the pleasantness of skilled maddalam
(playing)

gjeusit Briigw suflewsFuilh GugmT Guguptp  and the variations of her nattiya varisai

255 bL_(Heublerrs sHeflliLigb along w/ the mirth of the nattuvanar-

9B GV BTEwTHI Fn L 26T H6IILIGILD I too exulted inside-

féglevreh FL_Lom Quoullid GlFredliugio  with order of fortune, her body was alight.
UTSHF FHhiewns BTLT ComedlliLig)b (Her) feet’s salangai bells twinkling

@i eV sulgeydF FAmiGETrEpLd Liledr (Her) body in sweet form sringaram (love),
YLl g H GV spuiwimy(pLd in abhinaya, graceful gestures, and walk
jeusir sevailuilssTallLl & myipLb matters of sexual union

wasemw HTL1g wTH B 61shLFreptd she gestured, dancing with stateliness
Fleuallw aflrey Feueurg LLFCw And with beautiful mixture of scent
sTeiTemevT LOITL 19 & BHevwTeusmey alldflGw she berated me and cast her net

S|OUET LITS BTL LG UILD D Lg 6T T 6T she danced bharata nattiyam.
preTufgalsgl o ererid eumig Gevrsdr I melted inside.

In this moment, Viracorpuli walks in to the temple precincts to find himself greeted by a
group of dancing women. Madrasavalli is the woman he is drawn to. Surrounded by her
musicians, she dances, her bells twinkling, her body beautiful in its grace, enticing Viracorpuli

with re-countings of love and union in abhinaya. For him, the moment is transformative.

Dance is placed within a temple context; however, dance is not framed as religious. The scene
takes place in the sannithi, or hall, of a Murugan temple in the small beach town of Tirupporur

near the bigger city of Kanchipuram. The dancing is not described as ritual or linked to the deity
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of the temple. We do not, for instance, hear of ceremonies around the daily waking up, feeding,
washing, putting to bed of the main deity; the monthly processions when the deity is taken

around the central city streets; or annual religious festivals.*

Instead, the performance is positioned as part of public life in a small town and Madrasavalli’s
dancing is described in terms of the aesthetic, conceptual, bodily world of a court darbar milieu.
The temple is linked socio-spatially to other public spaces — the local chatram (lodge), the local
city council — as well as to the dancer’s home (seen in the following scene). The references to
sangeetam (concert music) and abhinaya (erotic courtesan performance) as well as descriptors
like gambeeram (stateliness) and olippathu (glittering or twinkling visually and aurally) do not
suggest a utilitarian interest in dance’s function in temple proceedings. Instead, the scene
foregrounds an aesthetic and physical interest in courtly dance performance as sensory
experience. It presents the spectator’s interest as one of appreciation of movement, music and the

performers’ own energy.

15 Saskia Kersenboom’s is the defining work on dancers as ritual specialists, characterizing them as nityasumangali
or always-auspicious because of this ritual status (1987). Many scholars through the 90s and early 00’s
referenced her work and continued to focus on dance and temples, including Avanti Meduri and others. While
presenting an important turn in the ways devadasi women and their pasts are considered, focusing purely on
women associated with temples as ritual specialists both de-historicizes their practices and roles in temple
functioning as well as de-historicizing how temples themselves functioned. Temples, particularly large temples
in urban political centers have held a close relationship to the states and patronage in which they are implicated.
For example, the Meenakshi temple at Madurai was a source of both authority and devotional practice for
successive generations of Madaurai Nayak kings and elite. The same is true to of the Brihadiswara temple in
Tanjavur which was built by Chola kings, patronized subsequently by Nayak and then Maratha rulers. Over the
years, however, the role of temples vis-a-vis kingship and palace courts has changed and so has the role of
women in temples, as performing artists or otherwise. This is made particularly clear by the work of Orr, Leslie
C. Donors, Devotees, and Daughte