Manganiyar Seduction: An interview with Roysten Abel

By Vibhuti Patel

Transcendance and spirituality for “our larger interior universe” through a new annual music festival at Lincoln Center?  That is what, according to Jane Moss, Vice President  for Programming, the White Light Festival (Oct. 28-Nov. 18), aims to offer in New York, in “an era of distraction…when people are searching for greater meaning that all the text messages in the world can’t provide.” As a way to introduce new energy into fall’s crowded concert-going season, Moss says, “the festival context will allow for the programming of more obscure works which might otherwise sink without a trace.”  India, a natural at an international festival seeking transcendant spirituality, will be represented by the Manganiyars, traditional folk musicians from Rajasthan, whose works could claim to be both obscure and endangered. But their onstage presentation, conceptualized by theater director Roysten Abel as “The Manganiyar Seduction,” promises to be a radical departure from their age-old traditions.

 

It opens on a dark stage lit by myriad little lights outlining four layers of boxes, stacked one atop another, on a concave wall. Soon, a curtain opens to reveal a mustachioed musician, clad in a white dhoti and “angarkha” (short traditional Rajasthani jacket), topped by a red turban, sitting cross-legged in a red velvet cubicle framed by dressing-room lights. The latter brighten as the man starts to sing, slowly and softly. Then, another curtain opens revealing another, similarly dressed, musician who picks up the melody as he too is  highlighted. Before long, they are followed by others, each in his own cubicle, singing or playing a stringed or percussion instrument typical of Rajasthani folk music: kamaychas, dhols, sarangis, dholaks and kartals. Even as all 38 musicians begin playing together, each in his own cubicle, a “conductor” appears onstage. With arms raised and castanet-like kartals clacking in each hand, he seems to lead the group and co-ordinate the flashing lights while dancing around stage with youthful energy through the rest of the 75-minute performance.

 

The Manganiyars are bardic Muslim minstrels, native to India’s most colorful state in the northern desert on the Pakistani border. Originally Hindu shepherds and cowherds, these nomads converted to Islam centuries ago. But, maintaining their roots and rituals, they continued to sing devotional songs to Hindu deities for wealthy Hindu merchants in caravan towns. Invited to celebrate a marriage or childbirth in a family, they sang songs of praise for the patron’s lineage in his home. Out of deep undying loyalty, they never sang for others, never in a public place. As Vandana Singh Nader, archivalist of Rajasthani music, puts it: “They were the official keepers of memory and tradition, the pride of their patrons. Often they lived in the forts of the princes who supported them and remained loyal to these rajas even when they traveled.”  These natural musicians have had no formal musical training; from father to son, an aural tradition is passed down. Now, the old patrons are gone, the younger generation is reluctant to maintain an ancestral tradition threatened by a globalized society. Enter Roysten Abel: a theater director, classically trained in Delhi’s National School of Drama and Britain’s Royal Shakespeare Company, who has brought them out of their comfort zone to the West. 

 

Abel first encountered them when a friend, Rajeev Sethi, took him to a Delhi slum that housed artists and artisans. In search of folk musicians for a play that he was taking to Spain, he found two Manganiyars who agreed to accompany him. To his amazement, they followed him all around Segovia, serenading him from dawn to midnight, wherever he went for two weeks! “I was transformed by that experience,” Abel recalls, “not just spritually but physiologically. That inspired this production.” Haunted by the music, Abel returned to audition 500 Manganiyars and selected 50 to create a 20-minute “pilot” show. “Since I am not a music director, it took three years to build up my understanding and to win their trust.” Then, traveling across Rajasthan, Abel auditioned nearly a thousand musicians to create his group. He learned that, although they are mouthpieces for the Sufi saint Abdul Qadar Jilani, their homes have Hindu shrines. “They may offer one prayer to their Muslim patron saint, then another to the female Hindu saint Rani Bhatiani.”

 

Their impact on Abel, a secular Protestant Christian from India's southernmost state of Kerala, was startling. “What I experienced was a whirlwind spiral effect. It was like being taken through a hurricane to a high point and left in a place of extreme calmness.” He realized then that “I needed to find a theatrical narrative, through music, for this experience.” So, for days on end, he had the musicians sing their entire repertoire until he arrived at his selection: a mystical song by the 17th century Sufi poet Bulleh Shah that goes, “I’ve learned a secret that the only alphabet is that of love.” A celebration of spirit, it keeps recurring over and over again in “The Seduction.” Two  Hindu songs--celebrating birth and marriage--are arranged inside that cyclic Muslim song to recreate the whirling effect that Abel wanted to recapture both for himself and his audience. Bulleh Shah’s song is in Sindhi, the language of Pakistani Sufis, the other two are in Marwari, the language of Hindu Rajasthan. The whole bears eclectic witness to India’s much-vaunted religious, cultural and linguistic diversity. Abel says, “The beauty of this is that there is no Hindu-Muslim division.”

 

Then, “since the Manganiyars had seduced my inner being, I looked for  a physical parallel to that seduction.” He found it in the unlikeliest of places: Amsterdam’s red-light district which inspired the dramatic set, reminiscent of windows where prostitutes preen. “I loved the theatricality of that and turned it upside-down: the seduction is of the soul, not the body. It’s a showcase for the artistes and evokes a green-room mirror where you see yourself reflected.” A serendipitous choice that is simultaneously theatrical and mystical. Finally, realizing that he needed a “conductor” to bring his multifarious orchestra together, Abel broke with Indian music’s no-orchestra, no-conductor tradition, and trained the young Daevo Khan, a hyper-energetic kartal player, to assume a leadership role.

 

In the ultimate irony, the Manganiyars were persuaded to perform not intimately for private patrons in Rajasthani mansions, but for huge international audiences on public stages. And, as the “Seduction” traveled, Abel’s take on it evolved: the production the Lincoln Center will host in November is more refined, more magical, than earlier versions.
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