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Abstract: Kathakali, the traditional dance-drama form of Kerala contributes to the rasanubhooti of
sahrudaya-spectators through a unique combination of bhava, raga, and tafa, in line with the instructions of
classic texts on dance/dramaturgy such as the Naryasastra, Balarabharatam, and Hastalaksara-dipika. This
is achieved through a blend of vacika, angika, sattvika, and aharya abhinayas (supported by ta/a-mela). A
few examples of these based on the atrakkathas of Irayimman Thampi have been given. Using a variety of
hand-gestures (mudras), looks (drustis), facial expressions (bhavas), body-postures, and steps (kalasas), the
actor invokes and develops a variety of rasas in sahrudayas (spectators). The spectators possessing the
required knowledge of the sign-language of Kathakali, plot of the story, meaning of the verses, aesthetic
sense and imagination, attain a state of tanmayibhava with the actor and experiences the rasas at their peak.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Kathakali - a dance-drama form indigenous to Kerala, captivates the attention of sahyudayas (spectators)
around the globe, especially with respect to its rasa components. Rasa is said to be something that which can
be relished / enjoyed, according to its definition as - “Rasyate, asvadyate iti rasah”. However, the degree of
relish of anything varies over a wide range, depending upon the nature of the enjoyer; which means that it is
very much subjective. This is particularly true when it comes to Kathakali, where-in various elements of rasa
are blended harmoniously and synergistically for invoking different rasas in the spectators. Also, this is done
by following very much, the instructions/guidelines of basic texts on dance/dramaturgy such as the
Natyasastra,(Madhusudan Shastri, 1971, Adya Rangacharya, 1996, and Naveen Bhat, 2017),
Balarabharatam (Sambagsiva Sastri, 1935), and Hastalaksana-dipika (Kadattanattu Udaya Varma
Thampuran, (1921) and the established ‘standard practices’ of Kathakali (cifzas). Besides, during the
evolution of Kathakali as a performance-art, various improvisations have come up in the abhinaya
(particularly in manodharmabhinaya) with the objective of maximising the rasanubhooti of the sahrudaya-
spectators. A brief overview of some of the elements of rasa in Kathakali with a few specific examples from
the arrakkathas of Irayimman Thampi, some of the inherent factors of the spectators enabling the appreciation
of rasa and a possible mechanism for its experience, are presented in this paper.
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1.1. Some basic observations on nagya-sastra

Many of the standard rules and conventions to be followed in the performance of dance and drama have
been laid out long back by Bharatamuni in his Natya-$astra, and Balaramavarma Maharaja in his
Balaramabharatam.

At the outset of his seminal work on the Naryasastra, Bharatamuni briefly mentions the basic components
of narya performance ((Madhusudan Shastri, 1971), as -

Rasa bhava hyabhinayah dharmz vrutti pravyuttayah
Siddhih svarastathadodyam, ganam, ramgasya samgrahah. (NS. 6.10)

These include, the rasas (to be invoked in the spectators), the bhavas (to be expressed by the actors), the
abhinayas (four types), the dharmis (two types), vruttis (four types), pravruttis (four types), siddhis (two
types), svaras (seven types), adodyasm (four types), ganam (five types), and ramgah (three types)(Adya
Rangacharya, 1996). Details of these have been explained by Naveen Bhat (Naveen Bhat, 2017).

Nine rasas have been mentioned in the Nagya-sastra (Madhusudan Shastri, 1971) as-

Srngara-hasya-karupa, raudra-vira-bhayanakah
Bibhatsadbhuta-santasca, nava naryarasah smrutah. (NS. 6.15)

The relish of rasas by the sahrudayas has been explained (Adya Rangacharya, 1996) as follows —

“Those who are connoisseurs of tastes enjoy the taste of food prepared from (or containing) different
materials; likewise, the intelligent, healthy persons enjoy various sthayi-bhavas related to the acting of
emotions”. This is mentioned in the Natya-sastra by the following verse:-

Bhavabhinaya-sasibaddhan sthayi bhavastatha budhah
Asvadayanti manasa tasmannatya-rasah smrutah. (NS.6.33-34)

The meaning derived by the vibhavas leads to the anubhavas (in the characters). Such an expression
(abhinaya) based on words, gestures, and mental states is known as bhava (Naveen Bhat, 2017).

Vibhavenahruto yo artho hyanubhavaistu gamyate.
Vaganga-sattvabhinayaih sa bhava iti samjfiitah . (NS.7.1)

This is further indicated in the Narya-sastra by the following verse:-

Vaganga-mukha-ragena, sattvenabhinayena ca
Kaverantargatam bhavam bhavayan bhava ucyate. (NS. 7.2)

Thus, bhava is said to be the expression of the inner state of the author/character through words, gestures,
colour of the face, and svattikabhinaya. Eight sthayi-bhavas are mentioned in the Narya-sastra by the verse,

Ratirhasasca sokasca krodhotsaho bhayar: tatha

Juguptsa vismayasceti sthayi-bhavah prakirttitah. (NS.6.17 )

Thirty-three vyabhicari-bhavas (fleeting emotions) are mentioned in the Naryasastra, (NS.6.18-21). Besides,
eight svattika-bhavas are also given, as -

Stambhah svedo atha romaricah svarabhango atha vepathuh
Vaivarpyam asru pralayah ityasrau sattvikah smyutah. (NS.6.22)

Four types of acting (abhinayas) such as angika, vacika, aharya, and sattvika have been described in the
Natya-sastra (Madhusudan Shastri, 1971).

Angiko vacikascaiva hyaharyah sattvikastatha
Catvaro abhinaya hyete vigyeya natyasamsrayah. (NS.6.23)
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A brief description of the ‘sangraha of acting’ has been given by Adya Rangacharya in the following words
(Adya Rangacharya, 1996) “Accordingly, there are four ways of expression (or acting) viz. physical, verbal,
material and emotional.

Dharmz (characteristics) are of two kinds: Lokadharmz and Nagyadharms.

There are four kinds of vrttis on which natya is based, viz., Bharati, Sattvati, Kaisiki and Arabhazi.
Pravrttis, i.e., styles are also of four kinds, viz., Avantz, Daksinatya, Orissi and Magadhi (Paricalr is
considered as the fifth).

Success (siddhi) is of two kinds: divine and human.

Swaras, both vocal and instrumental, are seven in number. (These are - Shadjah, Nishadah, Rushabhah,
Gandharah, Madhyamah, Paficamah, and Dhaivatah.)

Atodya - instrumental music is of four kinds: Tata (stringed), Avanaddha (percussion), Ghana (bells, etc.),
and Susira (wind instrument).

Singing with rhythmic beats is of five kinds: (1) while a character enters, (2) while he/she exits, (3) to express
inner emotions, (4) to please the audience, and (5) to convey a rasa.

The theatre house has already been described as of three kinds: vikrszra (oblong), caturasra (square), and
tryasra (triangular)”(Adya Rangacharya, 1996).

1.2. Concept of rasa in natya

The prime objective of narya is considered to be the enjoyment of the spectators, according to the
Nagyasastra. This is indicated by its declaration as, “Na hi rasadrute kascidarthah pravarttate”,in the sixth
chapter. Further, the rasa-sootra says that this occurs by the combination of vibhava, anubhava (“Tatra
vibhavanubhava-vyabhicari-samyogat rasanispattin”.) The inter-relationship between bhava and rasa is
given by the verses 34-38 in the same chapter, as —

Nanbhinaya-sambaddhan bhavayanti rasaniman

Yasmattasmadami bhava vijfieya narya-yoktrubhih. (NS.6.34)

Nanadravyairbahuvidhairvyfijanam bhavyate yatha

Evam bhava bhavayanti rasanbhinayehih saha (NS.6.35)

Na raso bhavahino asti, na bhavo rasavarjitah

Parasparakruta siddhih tayorabhinaye bhavet (NS.6.36)

Vyafjanausadhi-samyogo yatha annarm svadutam nayet

Evam bhava rasascaiva bhavayanti parasparas: (NS.6.37)

Yatha bijad-bhaved vrukso vruksat-pusparm phalam yatha

Tatha moolarm: rasah sarve, tebhyo bhava vyavasthitah (NS.6.38)

Thus, Bharata maintains that the expressions of bhava in abhinaya are based on the root cause of rasa.
Similar observations have been made by various other authorities, as well. According to the author of
Sangita-ratnakara the objective of narya is the creation of uninterrupted bliss/ecstasy to the spectators, as
indicated by the verse (Madhusudan Shastri, 1971) -

“ Natya-sabdo rase mukhyo, rasabhivyakti-karanam
Caturdhabhinayopetarm: laksanavruttito budhaih.
Narttanam naryamityuktam sattvatrabhinayo bhavet.
Kavyabaddhari vibhavadi vyafijayanyo naze sthitah
Samajikanam janayan nirvighna-rasa-sarvidarm”

Thus, abhinaya is said to be the exercise of the actor to create un-interrupted rasa to the spectators,
wherein the verse-bound components such as vibava get expressed.

The nature of bhava and rasa have been covered in detail, in the section of Bhavadi niroopazam, in the
Balaramabharatam (Sambasiva Sastri, 1935). In the introduction to the text, the author comments that
“Bhava-rasartha-kriyakaritvam Bharatatvar:” and says, “ ...this definition has been applied to the abhinaya
of the various parts of the body, such as aniga, uparnga, and pratyasiga. Accepting raga, tala, and other
musical accompaniments as the external means of expressions, the author deals in great detail with the
various internal and external gestures, giving definitions and applications to one and all of them...” The
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significance of the trios - bhava, raga, and tala, with respect to rasa has been highlighted here, by the verse

Bhavo ragasca talasca bharatya amsasarmbhavah
Tadananda-rasopeta bharati jayatanmuda. (1.42)

Bhava holds prominence in the narya, since it is based on raga, and tala. Hence, it is said,

Ragatalau gruhityaiva bhavayityakhilam svayarsi
Ato bhavapradhanatvad bharatasm bharatoditasm. (1.75)

The nuances of the various components of narya have been mentioned here, as—

Nartakanam visesena rasananda-vivardhing
Sangita-tala-rasika-bhavajia-priyakarini.  (1.92)
Atmanandakarollasa-hava-bhava-samanvita
Astadasanga-sahita pratyanga-rasavardhinz. (1.93)
Aﬁgikaih sattvikaiscaiva vacikaisca visesatah
Ahgraisca rasair-bhavair-angopanga-samujjvala. (1.94)
Karanasthana-gamana-padakarma-prasadhini.
Siro-netra-karanghristha-rasa-bhava-kriyojjvala. (1.95)

It is said that the bhava is to be expressed by the head; rasa by the eyes; meaning by the hands (mudras), and
the kriya by the legs (“Sirasi bhavah; Nayanayoh rasah; Hastayoh arthah; Padayoh kriya”)(Sambasiva
Sastr1, 1935). The role of the actor to act as a ‘bearer, media and connector of emotions of the character’ has
been pointed out by Shridevi (Shridevi, 2020). The interconnectedness of rasa and bhava has been described
by Vijayapal in the following words (Vijayapal Pathloth, 2020). “Rasa is an individual experience brought
through the expression of Bhava. The Rasa is created or promoted in the mind of a spectator by the Bhava
being expressed. .. Bhava can be considered as the physical body and Rasa being its soul...” (Vijayapal
Pathloth, 2020).

1.3. Elements of rasas in Kathakali

In a recent review, Sheelu Singh Bhatia had described the various bhavas expressed by Kathakali actors and
the corresponding rasas invoked in the sahrudayas (Sheelu Singh Bhatia, 2023). Aymanam Krishna Kaimal
mentions about the origin of various standard practices (ciffas) of Kathakali (Aymanam Krishna Kaimal,
1998). He says,“Kottayam katha”s gave rise to the emergence of a special art-form having more integrity
and capability to express the rasas. Commonly accepted standards in the style of acting, including kalasas
and hand-gestures (hasthamudras) came into being. The standard practices of acting in
Kalyanasaugandhikam, Kirmmiravadham, and Kalakeyavadhar: strengthened the technical sphere of
Kathakali like never-moving foundation stones. In Balaramabharatham, twenty seven samyukta-hastas and
their pattern of use are described in the section on angikabhinaya. In addition to Hastalaksara-dipika the
mudras such as Banam and Bhadra being used in Kathakali are taken from Balaramabharatham”(Aymanam
Krishna Kaimal, 1998).

Seven established stages of Kathakali are Keli, Suddha-madda/ari, Torayasiz, Vandana-siokari, Purappad,
Melappadari and Kathabhinayam (Karmachandran, 2008). The synchronised performance of percussion
instruments such as cenda, maddalam, cengila, ilattalan, and irakka is something that which can be relished
by itself, by all the sahrudayas.

The four types of abhinaya mentioned by Bharatamuni in his Naryasastra, viz., vacika, angika, sattvika,
and aharya contribute a lot for enhancing the rasa component in Kathakali. This is supported by the tala-
mel/a provided by the percussion instruments.

During the colliyartar stage of the vacikabhinaya the meaning of the verses (padas) sung by the singers
(ponnani and sirikiri) are expressed by the actors through hand-gestures (mudras), facial expressions (bhavas
and rasa-drustis), postures/stances and steps. The structure of the atrakkatha script, the changing bhavas of
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the actor in tandem with the verses, the mode of rendering verses by the singers, the ragas of the verses, the
tala-melas of percussion, and the speed of paces of acting (kalam) of the verses are some of the factors
contributing to the rasanubhooti of the spectators. Certain specific raga-s are prescribed for the enrichment
of specific rasa (Aymanam Krishna Kaimal, 1998, and Kannan, 2011). Thus, the ragas kalyani and
sankarabharapa are used for sragara, kamodari for vira rasa, and mukhari, punnagavarali and
anandabhairai for karupa rasa. Arathy mentions that “rasas reside in different ragas and their modulations
in tone” (Arathy, 2019).

Quite often, after the colliyarram, during the stage of manodharmabhinaya (ilakiyarrar)the actor presents
descriptions of the past or present context, using angikabhinaya alone, (with mudras and drustis); without
the aid of verses (Chavara Appukuttan Pillai, 2011). Some of the other techniques of ilakiyarram are
tanterarram, terukoogrikerral, parappurapparu, yuddhavagram and mallayuddham” (Sadanam P.V.
Balakrishnan, 2005). This is an occasion in which the sahyudayas / spectators who know the sign-language
of Kathakali, and the plot of the play, can enjoy a lot in the world of imagination.

There are three styles of acting in the angikabhinaya of Kathakali as nruttam, nrutyam, and naryam
(Matasseri Madhava Warrier, 1955). Regarding the three styles of acting and the kalasas (steps) at the end
of the colliyarram, M.K.K. Nayar makes the following observation (Nayar, 1990). “In nruttasz, hands and
feet are moved in tandem with the ta/a. During nrutyam, the twelve angas and uparngas are moved
appropriate to the context. In natryam, meaning of words are shown by acting. The specialty of the nyuttasm
in Kathakali are the kalasas contained in it. These depend upon talas such as campa and cempaga and their
laya-vinyasas such as vilambarz, madhyamar, and drutas. Each pada (verse) is divided into pallavi,
anupallavi, and caranam. After each cararam, depending upon the tala, the actor takes a kalasa. There are
different variants of it suitable for the context. The steps (kalasas) taken at the end of caranas of the verses
are of eight types. These contribute a lot in expressing the nature of the character and the rasa element
appropriate to the occasion (particularly raudra-rasa). Some of the kalasas are vattam veccu kalasam,
kalasa for feminine characters, arakkam, irakkalasam, laksmi-ta/am, and iraszi. Others are,

(i) Eputtu-kalasam: With prominence of vira-rasa, this is used for porvili (call for fight).

(if) Asra-kalasam: In times of emotional upsurge of a character; particularly happiness, the actor conveys
this to the spectators through Asra-kalasam ” (Nayar, 1990).

“Kalasabhinaya gives perfection to the mudras and bhavas of padarthabhinaya”(Sadanam P.V.

Balakrishnan, 2005).

In angikabhinaya, the special dance forms such as sari, kummi, pantazi, and keki arrarm add very much to
the rasanubhooti of the spectators (Sadanam P.V. Balakrishnan, 2005). The Balaramabharata concept that
bha-ra-tam (or natyam) is a harmonious blending of bhava, raga, and tala suits Kathakali, very well.

Sattvikabhinaya may be considered to hold a prominence among the four types of abhinayas in Kathakali,
since it reflects the mental state (sthayibhava) of the character through facial expressions (bhavas) of the
actor, which in-turn invoke corresponding rasas in the spectators. “Satvika abhinaya is, indeed, the soul of
abhinaya on the Kathakali stage”(Sadanam P.V. Balakrishnan, 2005). “In sattvikabhinaya, the facial
expressions of the actor representing major human emotions such as happiness, sorrow, vengeance, irritation,
anger, shyness, etc., are universal and appealing to the sahydayas / spectators”(Aimanam Krishna Kaimal,
1977). Satvikabhinaya is something that can be relished by the elite spectators who have a high degree of
aesthetic sensibility and ability to move along in tune with the mental state of the actor.

“Bharatamuni implies the dress-code of Kathakali by aharya. The different ornaments such as kundala,
armlets, bangles etc., and the colours for facial painting prescribed in the Naryasasthra are being used in
Kathakali, too”(Unni N.P., (2014). According to Sailaja, “abhinayas such as angika, vacika, and sattvika
depend on the aharyabhinaya, since it is through the actor (limited as a character), the former three are to be
expressed” ( Sailaja, 2019). “The dress-code in Kathakali is mainly classified in five types as, Kari, Pacha,
Minukku, Tadi, and Katti. It varies with the basic nature as sattva, rajas and tamas” (Karmachandran, 2008).

In Kathakali, the harmonious blending of the percussion instruments such as cenda, maddalam:, cengila,
i/attalam and idakka facilitates the expression of various rasas at their best. Generally five different tala
systems in druta, madhyama, and vilamba kalas (paces) are used in Kathakali, for the expression of different
rasas.
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Contribution of the four types of abhinayas for rasa in the affakkathas of Irayimman Thampi

The three famous arrakkathas of Irayimman Thampi namely, Kicakavadhari, Uttarasvayamvaram and
Daksayagam amply illustrate how different rasas can be invoked in the sahrudayas through the four types
of abhinayas mentioned above.

Thus under vacika for example, the dvitiyaksara-prasas (sabdanuprasas) and figures of speech play a major
role in enhancing the beauty of the srrigara-rasabhinaya and vira-rasabhinaya, in Kicakavadharsz, and
Daksayagam respectively. The style in which it is rendered by the singers, and the way in which it is enacted
by the actor (padarthabhinaya); all have equal importance in evoking rasanubhooti in sahrdayas. Besides,
the talas and kalas of the percussion instruments have their share in supplementing the above rasas.

A context of syrigara-rasabhinaya with excellent arngikabhinaya is that of the character Duryodhana before
his spouse Bhanumati, in Uttarasvayamvaras. This is well-known as ekalocanabhinaya. Duryodhana says,

“koki ninmukhan: kandu candranennu cinticcu ekantas virahatte saskiccita
ekalocanam kondu kopamozu ninneyurz, sokamogaparera nokkunnu patiyeyur.”

Having seen the bright face of Bhanumati, the cakravaki (she-bird) thinks that it is moon-rise, and time for
departure from its mate, and a long solitude thereafter (as per the poetic convention). Hence, it looks at her
(the cause of departure) with anger in one eye. At the same time, it looks at its mate with soka-bhava in the
other eye. The display of quick variations of these bhavas in each eye in succession, in the pakarnnarram is
considered to be something which only an expert actor can perform. Yet another context in
Uttarasvayamvarar, is the kummi dance of damsels before Prince Uttaran. The rhythm, symmetry, and
equivalence in the pace of dancers, supplementing each other in tune with the verse, makes this dance so
much attractive. The verse starting with “viral! Virara! kumara vibho !, has a tinge of srrigara-rasa, as well.

A typical example of satvikabhinaya occurs in the 9th Act of Kicakavadhariz, which shows the pathetic state
of Malini (Sairandhri ) who is ordered by Queen Sudesza to go to the palace of Kicaka, a wretched character.
In the above scene, one can see different satvika-bhavas such as vepathu, pralaya, sveda, asru, vaivarnya,
starbha, and rdmanca appearing successively in the face and body of the actor, playing Malini ; enabling
generation of karuza rasa in the spectators.

Some of the beautiful costumes (Aharya) that can be found in the arrakkathas of Irayimman Thampi are
that of katti (Kicaka), and minukku (Valalan) in Kicakavadhar; that of red tadi (Trigarttan), and minukku
(Uttara) in Uttaraswayasivaras; and that of black tadi (Dadhici), pazhuppu (Lord Siva), minukku (Sati,
Purohitan), red tadi (Virabhadran), and ‘head of goat’(Daksan) in Daksayagari. The aharya reinforces the
nature of the character wearing it. The beauty of aharya can be enjoyed equally by all spectators, irrespective
of their knowledge of Kathakali.

Relish of rasa - a possible mechanism

“According to Abhinava Gupta, the three types of abhinayas, music and percussion form the five organs of
natya. According to the Natya sastra, by the blending of vibhava, anubhava, and vyabhicari bhavas, the
permanent moods (sthayr bhavas) existing in the sahrudayas attain the state of rasatvas” (Naveen Bhat,
2017). The occurrence of rasanubhooti in the spectators has been suggested by Shridevi, in the following
words (Shridevi, 2020). “ A member of the audience who has cultivated his or her own aesthetic response
may experience a transformation of their own emotion into a purely aesthetic, transcendental feeling - an
experience of divine bliss. This is the transformation of Bhava (“mood”) into its essence - Rasa”.

The objectivity of rasas and subjectivity of their experience has been noted by Richard Schechner, after
interviews with Kathakali actor (Richard Schechner, 2001). According to him, “the emotions, the sthayi
bhava, are objective; the feelings (what an individual performer or partaker experiences) are subjective”.
Regarding the relish of rasas in Kathakali, by the sahrudayas, Aymanam Krishna Kaimal notes - “Some of
the pre-requisites for enjoyment of Kathakali are knowledge of the story enacted (azrakkathas), music, hand-
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gestures and rituals of Kathakali apart from an innate ability to relish the rasas emerging from the
tauryatrika”(Aimanam Krishna Kaimal, 1977).

There are many elements in Kathakali that a spectator having general aesthetic sense can enjoy and
appreciate, such as the beauty of costumes, melody of music such as raga, tala, and laya, and the glances
and paces of the actors. However, a sahrudaya spectator with a better knowledge of the art of Kathakali, can
enjoy it in much better depth and fineness, understanding each and every words of the verse; and the drusris,
mudras and bhavas of the actor, relating them to the intended rasa. Hence, the rasanubhooti of spectators of
Kathakali, may be thought to occur in the following sequence. The various rasas mentioned earlier remain
dormant within each sahrudaya (spectator) in a permanent form (sthayi-bhava). Their degree of development
(maturity) is very much subjective; depending upon the essential nature of the spectator (sattvika, rajasika
or tamo guras) and his/her previous experience of artistic performances. The aim/objective of the actors,
singers and the percussionists should be to invoke and develop the basic sthayi-bhavas of the spectators to
the desired level of maturity, through appropriate bhava / havas; style of rendering the verses and ta/a-melas,
respectively. When this happens, the sahrudayas / spectators possessing the required attributes for
enjoyment, relish the universalised rasas properly, and get into the stage of tanmayibhava with the nature of
the character being presented on the stage, by the actor. At this point, the intentions of the script-writer, actor
and the spectator (with respect to rasa) get aligned and merged, and the sahrudayas enjoy rasa at its peak.

The four types of abhinayas, songs (padas and slokas), and the ta/a-melas of Kathakali are only facilitators
to this end. Since the practice of Kathakali closely follows its established cizas (standard practices), a learned
and experienced sahrudaya-spectator can reach the pinnacle of rasanubhooti quickly. Besides the
manodharmabhinaya of an expert actor will enable him/her to ponder far and wide in the world of
imagination to relish the intended rasa more effectively.

Conclusion

From the foregoing discussion, it can be concluded that the Kathakali performances have got a well-
orchestrated and connected string of rasa-elements, each one acting synergistically for maximisation of the
rasanubhooti of the sahrudaya-spectators. Besides, this is done very much in tune with the established
prescriptions of authoritative texts on dance and dramaturgy, such as the Nazyasastra, Balarabharatam, and
Hastalaksana-dipika. The learned, experienced and imaginative sahrudaya-spectator can relish the rasa-
elements of the entire performance deeply, in a state of tanmayibhava. This, in fact is a state in which there
is a close matching of the expectations of the script-writer, actor and the spectator, with respect to the element
of rasa.
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