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Dialoguing with Music, Poetry, Painting and Sculpture: The case of
South Indian Dance Training under V. S. Muthuswamy Pillai

Tiziana Leucci

“King Vajra requests the sage Markandeya to
accept him as his disciple and teach him the
art of icon-making, so that he may worship the
deities in their proper form. The sage replies
that one cannot understand the principles of
image-making without a knowledge of
painting. The king wishes for instruction in
this art and is told that wunless he is
accomplished as a dancer, he cannot grasp
even the rudiments of painting. The king
requests that he be taught dancing,
whereupon the sage replies that, without a
keen sense of rhythm or the knowledge of
instrumental music, proficiency in dance is
impossible. Once again the king requests that
he be taught these subjects; to which the sage
replies that a mastery of vocal music is
necessary before one can be proficient in
instrumental music;, and so finally the sage
takes the king through all these stages before
he is taught the art of iconography.”

Dialogue between King Vajra and the sage
Markandeya in the Visnudharmottara Purana
(about 7th century C.E.).!

Introduction

The above quotation, taken from an Indian
medieval work, eloquently synthesises the
close connection between the sister arts of
sculpture, painting, music, thythm and dance.
The text stresses the need to know the basic
rules and principles of each one of those arts,
even if the student will, later on, specialise in
one of those disciplines.

In this paper I would like to share with
readers my memories concerning my own
Bharatanatyam dance training under the
hereditary South Indian master, V. S.
Muthuswamy Pillai (1918?-1992). According
to his traditional method of teaching, the
pupils were instructed to link dance practice
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with the sisters-arts of acting, music, singing,
poetry, sculpture and painting.

7z B
Plate 1 V.S. Muthuswamy Pillai during
a dance rehearsal, (Chennai, 1991)

V. S. Muthuswamy Pillai [Plate 1] insisted
that they should know, from the very
beginning of their learning process, the
principles of those related artistic forms in
order to better understand and master the
technical basis and the aesthetic and
expressive aspects of the dance itself. Such a
type of transmission was part of an older
pedagogic system, as the quotation mentioned
above shows, the traces of which can also be
found in literary and visual arts’ sources.”

Even today, a large number of sculptures and
mural paintings depicting music and dance
scenes are commonly found in South India,
both in temples and in royal palaces.’ Such a



Tiziana Leucci

profusion of images is often accompanied by
coeval epigraphic inscriptions mentioning the
donation of dancers to the temples,
monasteries and palaces by kings, members of
royal families and by aristocrats, as well as
the list of donations given to religious
institutions by  dancers  themselves.*
According to both literary sources and
ethnographic data, those artists seemed to
have played an important role in the local and
royal patronage of devotional cults (Sanskrit :
bhakti), by performing and transmitting the
repertoire of those compositions attributed to
the bhakta saints,’ which were sung and
danced in the daily liturgy and seasonal
religious festivals, both in temples and royal
courts.® In order to better contextualise my
argument, just a few introductory historical
notes will be useful to readers.

The contemporary South Indian dance, known
since the 1930s as Bharatanatyam,” is the
reformed and nationalised descendant of a
more varied choreographic tradition. This
artistic and ritualistic form was practised up to
the first half of the twentieth century by some
communities of female dancers, who were
also courtesans and used to perform for the
deities in temples and monasteries (Sanskrit
devadasi,® “servant of god/gods™) and for the
kings and the nobles in the courts (Sanskrit
rdjadast, “servant of king/kings”) as well as
at concerts in their salons and when they were
invited by their patrons to their residences for
special socio-religious occasions. To sum up
their recent history in a few words, devadasis
were girls dedicated either by their parents or
by other donors (kings, queens, members of
local aristocracy, rich landlords and
merchants, etc.) to a temple deity (male or
female) who thereafter remained at the
service of that specific shrine. If the girl was
the natural daughter of a devadasi she could
became herself a devadasi only after her
dedication to a temple’s deity, in other words
it was not possible to become a devadasi ‘just
by birth’ without undergoing the specific
ceremony of consecration to the shrine.'” The
donation of a girl to a god or goddess was
named by all the devadasis 1 met during the
years of study in India, by the Sanskrit term
of devadana."' Such a donation was
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considered an auspicious and pious act
towards the divine beings, generating
important merits (Sanskrit punya). People
therefore believed that it would assure the
welfare, health and prosperity not only of the
major recipients of such an offering (the
temple, the monastery and the court
authorities), but also of the donors and the
donated ones, by increasing the wealth and
strength of their own families and the general
well-being of the entire kingdom.'?

The peculiar custom of consecrating young
girls to local deities, as well as the presence of
large numbers of dancing women in temples,
monasteries and royal palaces has intrigued
the majority of European travellers in India.
Meanwhile, it also aroused the contempt of a
number of Christian missionaries, who could
not understand and accept the presence of
those charming dancers and courtesans within
the temples’ precincts and in the local
liturgy."”” From the end of the nineteenth
century, too, a large part of the Indian urban
elite started to assimilate the missionaries’
values and new puritanical morality.
Gradually they began to feel uneasy and
started to criticise the ancient custom of
dedicating dancers to temple deities and royal
courts. Following almost a century of legal
and moral debate, the institution of devadast
was then abolished in the Madras Presidency
(which encompassed at the time a large
portion of South India) on the 26th November
1947, not by the British colonial power, as
people often wrongly believe, but by the

Plate 2 South Indian temple dancers, with their
master and accompanying singers and musicians,
(Tanjavur, end of the 19th century)
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Indian themselves, and just three months after
India won its independence from Britain."
Even before the legal abolition of their status,
all temple and court dancers and the members
of their entire community, which included
their accompanying musicians, singers and
dance masters (Tamil nattuvanars), [Plate 2]
were stigmatised as  ‘licentious’ and
‘immoral’ - a stigma that unfortunately
endures even today. Yet, the poetic repertoire
of songs and dances performed by them was
deeply entwined with both the sensual and
devotional dimensions of the Bhakti cults.'®
In those songs, the major male deities (Siva
and Visnu) were mainly perceived and
addressed as the dancers’ own beloved ones.
Thus, the language employed was highly
poetic and erotic as well. The historian
Friedhelm Hardy rightly wrote (1978: 138,
150):

(...) when discussing the theme of eros as
pervading the Srivaisnava temple culture, one
further topic cannot be avoided: the music
and dance professionally cultivated by the
devadasis. (...) Missionaries like the Abbé
Dubois and some Westernized Indians (...)
attacked the devadast institution with a
puritanical fanaticism which was equalled
only by their complete ignorance of (or
unwillingness to understand) its history and
the motivation behind it. They succeeded only
too well in their task: the abolition by law of
the devadasis (...) resulted in the total
destruction of one major segment of that
culture through which for one and half
millennia deep-rooted Southern religious
sentiments had expressed themselves. The
whole range of art that had surrounded the
temple was eliminated, and even the whole
issue of temple eroticism was prejudiced. '°

In 1987, exactly forty years after the legal
abolition of the devadasr institution by the so-
called Devadasi Act, I was awarded my first
scholarship in Madras (today Chennai) thanks
to the Indian Council for Cultural Relation
(ICCR) in order to do research on South
Indian choreographic and musical traditions."”
Intrigued by the devadasi and rajadasi’s
artistic and socio-religious status in the past
and astonished by the consequences of such
harsh legislation, I decided, after an initial
period of training in the Kalakshetra,
‘College of Fine Arts’, in Madras, to learn the
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la | . ) Court ancer, Kadur
Venkatalakshamma (1906-2002), teaching
a song to Tiziana Leucci, (Mysore, 1992)

repertory of music and dance directly from
the members of their community: with the
court dancer Kadur Venkatalakshamma [Plate
3], V. S. Muthuswamy Pillai and, after his
demise, with his son K. M. Selvam [Plate 4].

But, before focusing on V. S. Muthuswamy
Pillai’s pedagogic system,' I would like to
introduce him to the readers, by briefly
sketching some special aspects and events
taken from both his personal and artistic life.

Plate 4 V.S. Mthuswamy Pillai’s son, K.
M. Selvam, teaching a rhythmic sequence to
Ofra Hoffman, (Chennai, 2015)
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Vaidisvarankoyil Sethuammal
Muthuswamy Pillai: some biographical
data

During his life span, V.S. Muthuswamy Pillai
underwent quite a number of dramatic
personal experiences, some of which also
mirror the major socio-political events taking
place in South India in those years. He was
the witness to the battles for Indian
independence from  European colonial
powers, which was finally won on the 15"
August 1947. Born in a hereditary devaddast
and nattuvanar family, he was directly
affected by the change of attitude towards
performing artists after the approval of the
Devadasi Act by the High Court of the
Madras Presidency. By condemning the
dance’s original role as part of court and
temple rituals and entertaining performances,
this law prevented the dedication of young
girls to the temples as dancers, and the
consequent abolition of dance performances
in the shrines and elsewhere. [Plate 5]

(Madras, end of the 19th century)

This drastic change in the artistic landscape of
South India, along with the rise of new groups
of wurban high caste people in the
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choreographic field, left the majority of
hereditary dancers and masters without the
proper patronage and financial support once
provided by court and temple authorities. Few
of them got the opportunity to work in the
cinema, which started to become a mass-
entertaining industry at that time. V.S.
Muthuswamy Pillai was one among them.

This new context made him to adapt the
traditional dance idiom to the cinema screen,
by experimenting with innovative
combinations of body movements in the new
performing space. I am also convinced that
the qualities of his dance compositions, that
mesmerised the audience with their intricate
and unpredictable combination of steps and
rhythms, are partly due to his involvement in
the cinema and its specific rules and
parameters. Certainly, this experience in the
cinema set helped him to express fully his
potential as an innovator in the choreographic
field. [Plate 6]

S SR < i r
Plate 6 V.S. Muthuswamy Pillai with
two of his students, the sisters Sai and

Subhulakshmi on the cinema set,
(Madras. 1950s)

As mentioned previously, the Devadasi Act
was the product of a long legal debate started
in the second half of the nineteenth century.
Meantime, the newly independent Indian
government abolished the monarchy system.
Thus, local kings and rich aristocrats, who
were the major patrons of such artists, lost all
their power and wealth and were unable to
support the training and performances of the
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dancers, their masters and accompanying
musicians as they had in the past.

I would like to briefly mention here that the
law also reinforced and ‘legitimised’ the
stigmatisation of those communities of
hereditary artists who were associated to the
now much despised royal system.
Consequently, their professional and financial
situation changed dramatically as lack of
patronage and the criminalisation of their
profession by the new government, at a stroke
dismissed without any compensation, all the
musicians and dancers previously attached to
temples and royal palaces. They were thrown
out of the houses where they were lodged, and
all their lands and paddy fields, allotted to
them by the temples, monasteries and the
palaces authorities in exchange of their
ritualistic and  artistic  services, Wwere
confiscated. Thus, those artists struggled to
find a place and a new occupation in the new
post—Independence political and social order.
Unfortunately, only few of them could remain
in their artistic profession, as in the case of
V.S. Muthuswamy Pillai who continued to
work by composing dance items for the
cinema,”” whereas the majority of them were
forced to abandon their previous artistic
activities and find new jobs in order to
survive. Such a conversion was indeed a
difficult task at that time, as the hierarchical
Indian social structure was strictly based on
the caste system, according to which also the
professional life of any individual had to
match  with the specific caste and
occupational group to which she/he belonged.
In this context the change of a profession was
highly problematic and difficult to be
achieved in terms of ‘integration’ in a new
caste group and related occupation, which
also meant to be accepted by a totally
different community and its related socio-
religious status. Last but not least, the
consequences of the law’s application,®
became not only socially pernicious, but also
artistically damaging, as those music and
dance masters obliged to change to other
professions, were no longer able to transmit
their knowledge to younger generations. As a
result, only a small part of their rich and
variegated repertoires has survived till today,
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whereas the rest of it has disappeared forever,
with the demise of the old members of those
communities.

Despite all those difficulties and struggles,
throughout his life V.S. Muthuswamy Pillai
tried his best to pass on his knowledge by
adopting and adapting the traditional
pedagogic method to the new situation and
time. He was born in the village of
Vaidisvarankoyil (in the today Tamil Nadu
State), which at that time was part of the
Madras Presidency. His mother Sethuammal,
was a devadasi attached to the local temple
dedicated to the god Siva. In this place of
pilgrimage, the presiding deity 1is still
worshipped today by a large number of
devotees and sick people because they believe
that it has strong healing powers. >' According
to the local devotional Bhakti tradition, in the
past this shrine was visited by some of the
major medieval Nayanars saints, and Tamil
hymns in honour of the god Siva were
composed and sung by them in this particular
temple [Plate 7]

P ST T

Plate
Vaidisvarankoyil temple, V.S. Muthuswamy
Pillai’s native place, (Tamil Nadu State,
South India, 2013)

7 The water tank of the

Unfortunately, Muthuswamy’s mother died
when he was still a small child. Soon after,
his only sibling, a sister few years older than
him, fell sick and passed away. Thus, it was a
maternal uncle that took care of the orphan,
whilst some of his mother’s other relatives
started to instruct him in music, poetry and
dance. Referring to his childhood and teen-
age years during our conversations,
Muthuswamy used to say that in that time,
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training was very strict and took place in the
teachers’ house, located close to the temple
and the royal palace. As already mentioned,
local kings, aristocrats and rich landlords
were the major patrons of such artists. They
provided them with houses, paddy fields,
assistance, financial support and at the end of
a performance, they also gave them a number
of precious gifts, including jewels, silk and
brocades. The students lived in the master’s
home and were considered as members of
their family, conforming to the Indian
traditional pedagogic system of gurukulam
(Sanskrit: “belonging to the teacher’s lineage;
learning a discipline in the master’s home”).
There, they were instructed in music, dance,
poetry and acting by their own teacher and by
other senior artists, who would regularly visit
the master’s house and impart their own
knowledge to the pupils. No money fees were
paid to the teachers who were themselves
supported by the king’s and the aristocrats’
patronage. In exchange the students were
expected, during their free time, to help their
master’s family by washing the clothes,
cleaning the house, plucking flowers from the
garden and making garlands for the images of
the deities, fetching the water from the well,
preparing the meals, etc. At the end of their
training, lasting seven or eight years, a special
ceremony used to take place as a ‘thanks
giving’ to the teachers for having passed on
their knowledge to the younger generation of
artists. On this occasion the students offered

to their masters some symbolic and
inexpensive presents, consisting of new
cotton clothes, some flowers, fruits and

sweets, some camphor and incense sticks,
areca nuts, coconuts and betel leaves. A
tribute in memory of the ancestors of the
teacher’s lineage, who were all performing
artists, was also given at that time in order to
strengthen the inter-generational ties. Finally,
the masters used to bless each pupil by
wishing them to make a prosperous life as an
artist and, later on, as a teacher too. The
students, in exchange, promised to their
masters to continue to pass on the artistic
knowledge received by them during their
training, and to further enrich the family’s
repertoire with new compositions. In that way
they were all very concerned to do not break
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the transmission of the arts by passing on
their knowledge to the next generations.”

Such an oath was full of implications,
particularly in the context of dance and music,
which for centuries had been passed on
throughout the daily physical practice of those
arts, transmitted orally from the masters to the
students. Thus, both of them had to ‘embody’
such knowledge in order to get completely
‘impregnated’ by it. Furthermore, the
mastering of the traditional repertoire of
musical compositions, songs, poems and
dances had to be memorized by them °‘by
heart’, in order to be preserved and to be
passed on. As we all know, if a dance
repertoire was not transmitted and ceased to
be practised even for one generation, its
knowledge would be lost forever -
particularly in the past and certainly, before
the appearance of some dance notations and
the audio and video recordings. Consequently,
any tradition of a choreographic style in India
and everywhere else, if it’s not passed on or
recorded, in just a few years it would be
completely forgotten. Such a loss would also
drive into the oblivion all the precious work
done by previous generations of artists.

That is why, both masters and students were
responsible for the future life of their own
arts, and owed a duty to their ancestors to
preserve their knowledge and to hand it on to
new pupils. Thus, the law already referred to
was responsible for a tremendous fracture in
the chain of artistic transmission and also
marked the end of a rich corpus of musical
compositions, songs, poems and dances.

Let me now share with the readers my
experience as a student under the direct
guidance of V.S. Muthuswamy Pillai.

V.S.
system

When I met V. S. Muthuswamy Pillai in
1988, despite his old age and sickness, he was
teaching every day from morning till evening
in his small room, located in an old building
close to the Shiva Kapaliswara temple, in the
lively Mylapore area of Madras (today
Chennai). Due to the high quality of his
teaching and the originality of his dance and

Muthuswamy Pillai’s pedagogic
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music compositions, he had also several
foreign students who came from Europe and
North America to be trained by him.

Till he passed away in 1992, I learnt with him
the technical intricacies and the lyrical
elements of his sparkling dance style, which
astonished and electrified both the Indian and
the foreign audiences in those years. His
creativity, his open-mind, his sense of
aesthetic, his quest for novelty, beauty and
grace, as well as his sincere commitment
towards all his students, are still very vivid in
my memory. For each one of us, dance
classes took place rigorously, daily and
individually.” His meticulous attention to
each detail of a rhythmical composition or a
choreographic sequence, as well as his respect
and love for his artistic profession, left a deep
impression on our own work, in my case in
both the dance field and the academic studies.
I truly consider myself very lucky to have
been his student, and even now I cannot find
appropriate  words to fully express my
gratitude towards him.

iy
Plate 8 V.S. Muthuswamy Pillai
(standing) with his master K. Muthukumara
Pillai (seated), (Kattumannarkoyl, Tamil
Nadu State, 1950s)

At the beginning of my apprenticeship, I
became both intrigued and curious about his
method of teaching. When I asked him about
was his own training under the famous dance
master Kattumarnakovyil Muthukumara Pillai
(1874-1960), [Plate 8] he would become very
moved, and nostalgic too. He considered his
own teacher as a true father, who took care of
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him for many years and instructed him in the
intricacies of the performing arts. Quite a few
old photos of his teacher hung in
Muthuswamy’s room, to which an offering of
flowers and incense was given by him daily.
In those days, he said, the learning process for
both the girls and the boys was quite hard and
strenuous. After taking the bath around 4
o’clock in the morning, the students’ daily
classes used to start before sunrise with a
number of stretching exercises in order to
make their body flexible, followed by the
breakfast, and courses of literature in various
Indian languages (Sanskrit, Tamil and
Telugu).

After that, the dance classes took place in the
late morning, followed by lunch and a nap in
the afternoon. Instrumental and vocal music
lessons and reciting of poems were scheduled
during the following hours. In the evening,
before the dinner, the repertoire of traditional
songs and dances were learned and rehearsed,
with a particular attention to the acting aspect
of each character to be rendered with its own
specific interpretation. Similarly to our
professional ballet schools, the youngest
pupils used to watch the older students’
practice. Thus, the observation of those artists
senior to them was also part of their learning
process. At the end of the day, Muthuswamy
used to say to me, that all of them were very
tired, but quite happy too as, despite their
efforts, the strict discipline and the strenuous
training, there was a lot of enjoyment in also
having fun with their classmates. Often the
senior students assisted their teacher, by
helping him in checking and correcting the
beginners’ steps.

By living for years in their master’s home, the
students absorbed the surrounding landscape
full of music, poetry, songs and dances from
childhood. When they used to perform in
temples and in the rich residences of their
patrons, a number of sculpted and painted
scenes portraying dancers and musicians were
the background to their performances in the
dance halls, in the gardens and the courtyards.
Thus, the pupils were both enchanted and
thrilled to be introduced to the difficult, but
wonderful world of poetry and the performing
arts. Muthuswamy smiled as he added that, if
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in his next life, he were given the choice to do
the same training again, he would not hesitate
for one moment to repeat it!

When I studied with him, the students were
no longer living in the house of their teachers,
and the training was not as intensive as in the
past. Yet, it was in his place that we used to
take classes and rehearsals with the
accompanying singers and musicians, but at
the end of them we used to go back in our
own homes.

As a teacher, he was conducting his classes
with strict discipline, regularity, deep passion,
enthusiasm and respect. For us, the foreign
students, to cross daily the Mylapore area of
Madras and reach his small room where he
was living close to the local Kapaleeswarar
Temple, was already an introduction to the
essence of the ancient and sacred art that he
was imparting. From him, we learnt not only
the grammar of the Bharatanatyam dance, but
first of all the ritualistic aspects connected
with it. Thus, the first lesson, the starting of a
new item, each performance were fixed
according to the Tamil almanac, which
specified the auspicious dates and times, and
an offering to the deities and to the lineage of
his master and his ancestors, was always
performed for those occasions, in conformity
with the tradition of his own community of
hereditary artists.

His aim was to pass on and to adapt to a
contemporary context, the tradition he
imparted to him during his own training with
Kattumarnakovil Muthukumara Pillai. He was
very particular in giving individual classes, so
that he could offer his best to each of his
individual pupils. He insisted on the basic
positions of the dance, giving proper
corrections whenever needed, until the
students assimilated the dynamics and the
principles of each dance step and sequence.

In order to better understand the correct body
lines of each step, he used to encourage us to
go and sit in the temples with pencils and
papers to try to reproduce the dancing scenes
represented there, by drawing the body’s lines
and the hand gestures of the sculptures and
paintings in our note-books. Ultimately, this
type of exercise was very useful, as it obliged
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us to observe the images attentively in order
to draw them correctly. Once we were back in
the dance room, it was easier for us to
reproduce with our own body the same steps
and the hand-gestures we had seen in the
temple walls. This was possible as, somehow,
we had already started to ‘memorise’ and
‘incorporate’ them, by firstly observing them
and them ‘performing’ them with our own
hands by just sketching those lines on the
papers.

Plate 9 An Indian lady drawing the dots
and the lines with rice flour for a kolam, a
floor ephimeral painting, (Chennai, 2013)

Right from his methodical teaching of the first
groups of steps, he made the student aware of
all the directions in which the body can move
in the space. Thus, the dance sequences were
choreographed in such a way that they traced
on the floor various geometrical figures and
diagrams, similar to those ephemeral
drawings (Tamil: kolam)** made on the floor
at the entrance of the houses, believed to
bring prosperity and good luck to both the
household and to the visiting guests. [Plates 9
and 10]

Plate 10 An example of kolam, (Chennai, 2013)
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Apart from teaching the traditional steps
which he had learned from his teacher,
Muthuswamy elaborated in each group of
them a large number of variations, which had
become his personal "dance vocabulary".
This was very creative, but still faithful to the
fundamentals of the traditional
Bharatanatyam. During our training, he
introduced us to the basic rules of the South
Indian music. In order to make the student
sensitive to the complexity of the Indian
rhythmic system, he also taught some quite
difficult dance sequences, choreographed on
unusual rhythmic patterns.

His small room in Mylapore was a place of
meeting for many famous musicians, singers
and dancers. I often saw him among them
sharing the music and rhythmic compositions
he had created the previous night with all the
enthusiasm of a child. My memory goes to his
close collaboration with those great artists,
and it was thrilling for all of us to watch those
extraordinary performers, each one a master
in their own field, working together.

To communicate with his foreign students, he
had evolved his own peculiar lexicon, a blend
of Tamil, broken English, facial expressions
and hand gestures, along with an appropriate
intonation, that any outsider would find hard
to decipher. In that way he could easily bridge
the communication-gap with his inborn
humour. Some of his usual terms were: "near
opposite" meaning "the other side", "trouble
family" referring to a group of very difficult
steps, which is a tough task for beginners, and
finally "style wanted" which conveys his ideal
execution of the movements with
expressivity, nobility, dignity, elegance,
softness and grace in an unaffected way.

He was very encouraging with beginners, but
when students were becoming more proficient
he used to be more exigent, even his
vocabulary would change accordingly. One
could not expect better praise than a mere
"not bad". Once the students reached
performing level the encouragements and the
strictness of the master towards them merged
in an affectionate, mutual complicity and trust
on the stage.
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Learning with him was a continuous and
fascinating process of creativity and
symbiosis. For all of us it was a great
experience to put his vivid imagination into

action. Despite being very strict and
traditional in his way of teaching, his
compositions had the freshness and

originality of an art in perpetual evolution.
Therefore, his "dance-vocabulary" was never
fixed and dogmatic. During the creation of
each item, he was exploring all the
possibilities and capabilities of his students,
and encouraged us to find our own ways to
reproduce a movement according to our own
personal interpretation and to our own
rendering of a particular posture, step and
sequence.

For each one of us, he has composed specific
items and therefore his choreographies had a
brilliant and kaleidoscopic effect,
comprehensively suited to the unique
sensitivity and body structure of each student.
[Plate 11]

Plate 11 Tiziana Leucci in a dance

sequence composed by V.S.
Muthuswamy Pillai, (Chennai, 1995)
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To the end of his life, he maintained an open-
mind attitude to a range of artistic
expressions, both Indian and foreign ones. We
remember how much he enjoyed the
performances of the above mentioned Kadur
Venkatalakshamma, the last dancer from the
Mysore royal court (in the Karnataka State),
or the extraordinary composition of the
European and American choreographers as
Pina Bausch, Alwin Nikolais, and many
others during their tours in India. He always
encouraged us to study the other artistic
disciplines, to attend various dance and music
performances belonging to different traditions
and styles, and to learn from all of them.

His passion to create news items was
overflowing till he breathed his last. Even a
few days before he passed away in hospital,
he was still composing new rhythmic
patterns, and one could see the marks of his
nails on his chest where he had constantly
beaten rhythmic timings. We students feel
that in the field of dance, he stands at the
same level as the great innovating artists, who
have developed a new sense of aesthetics in
their respective traditions. These artists
generally endure the incomprehension of
contemporaries in their own field and time, as
often their sensitivity to their respective art is
already projected towards future ages.

Thus, V.S. Muthuswamy Pillai was one of
those remarkable artists and teachers who not
only continued the tradition received by their
ancestors, but also enriched it with their
personal and original contribution by their
constant work to reach meaningfulness and
perfection. He passed on his knowledge and
his precious pedagogic system to all of us
with humility and generosity, imbuing us with
a constant thirst for beauty, grace and depth.
We hope to keep his message and teaching
alive in our own way, in dance, in research
and in life as well.
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End Notes
" Quoted in Vatsyayan (1973 : 2).

* See : Vatsyayan (1968), Dallapiccola (2010),
Leucci (2013d).

? See : Sivaramamurti (1968; 1973; 1974),
Vatsyayan (1968; 1982a; 1982b), Dallapiccola
(2010), Leucci (2000 ; 2013b).

* See : Orr (2000) and Leucci (2012 and 2016).

> For a survey of the Tamil Bhakti hymns, see :
Hardy (1978 ; 1983 ; 1994), (Ramanujan (1993),
Peterson (1989) and Venkatesan (2010). On the
temple, court and salon dancers, see : Marglin
(1985), Kersenboom (1987), Leucci (2009 and
2012), and Soneji (2010 and 2012).

% See Leucci (2016).
7 See : Leucci (2009) and Soneji (2010).

® This is a generic Sanskrit term used throughout
India to designate a class of women artists and
courtesans, attached to the temples where they
performed various tasks. The primary proofs of
the antiquity of the institution in South India come
from inscriptions dated to the eighth and ninth
centuries.

? This is also a generic Sanskrit term employed to
designate a class of female musicians, dancers,
poetesses and courtesans attached to a royal court
where they performed various tasks, both artistic
and ritualistic.

"1 intentionally employ here the term
‘consecration’ for its original Latin meaning of
‘transforming, making, rendering somebody or
something sacred’, ‘to sanctify.” In some
medieval Sanskrit texts the initiation ceremony
(Sanskrit : diksa) of those courtesans dedicated to
Siva’s temples (Sanskrit : rudraganikas) is clearly
mentioned, see Goodall (2015).

" According to the devadadsis 1 met during years
of field work in India, devadana meant “an
offering to the gods which is done once forever,
an act definitive and irreversible.” They explained
to me that such an offering should be understood
in the sense that the girl’s family, from the time of
the dedication onwards, by renouncing all rights
to and authority over their daughter, could never
claim her back once the ceremony took place.

" For a description of the girl’s dedication
ceremony to a temple, see: Leucci (2008, 2009
and 2012).
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¥ See: Leucci (2000 ; 2005 ; 2009 ; 2013b and
2013c).

'* On the legal debates about the abolition of the
so called ‘devadast system’ see: Jordan (2003),
Leucci (2008 ; 2009) and Soneji (2008; 2010;
2012).

"> The Bhakti (Sanskrit : ‘devotion, fondness, love,
etc.”) was a religious and literary movement
which started around the seventh century in South
India and from there, developed and spread to
other regions. According to this movements the
male deities were praised either as the devotees’
lovers, or as the believers’ parents or children.

'® On this topic see also: Ramanujan (1973),
Peterson (1989) and Ramanujan, Rao & Shulman
(1997).

'7 After this first scholarship, I was awarded other
research grants, which enabled me to stay in India
for twelve years - from July 1987 until September
1999.

'8 For the transformation and the transmission of
the Bharatanatyam dance, see: Allen (1997 ;
2008), Leucci (2008; 2009 ; 2010) and Soneji
(2008; 2010; 2012).

' About the role of dance in the South Indian
cinema see : Leucci, Khrishan & Soneji
(forthcoming).

%% See also: Kersenboom (1987), Jordan (2003),
Leucci (2008; 2009), Srinivasan (1983; 1984;
1985; 1988), Soneji (2008; 2010; 2012).

2! The devotees believe that to visit this shrine and
to bathe in the water tank of this temple can cure a
number of diseases, particularly those affecting
the skin and the mental distress too.

** See: Leucci (2008).
> See: Leucci & Delorme (2011).

* Kolam is a geometrical line drawing composed
of curved loops, drawn around a grid pattern of
dots. Kolam is usually made during auspicious
festivals and other socio-religious ceremonies, by
using rice flour, white rock and coloured chalk
powders.



EARLYCHY)ANCE CIRCLE

Registered Charity no. 1097746

166



