  MAD & DIVINE 

 The Natya Darshan Daily 

  December 24, 2011
	Kartik Fine Arts & Arangham Trust
Present seminar and performances on

‘Mystic women saint poets of India & beyond’
Convener: Dr. Anita R Ratnam

	                  [image: image1.png]
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	"I find that visionaries, prophets and mystics have always been a vital albeit unacknowledged part of the human race. Their business has been to know a ‘Truth’ ahead of others, and impart it in their own unique fashion to the culture of their time."

- Carol Huffstickler, a yogini and Kabbalistic scholar

MORNING  SESSIONS

Dec 24

10am: Introduction by Anita Ratnam 

10.15 – 10.45am: Rajashree Shirke (Mumbai), performance ‘Sant Kanhopatra’ on Marathi women saints 

10.50 – 11.10am: Dr. Madhavi Narsalay, University of Mumbai, speaks on ‘Institutionalizing identity through divinity: Female saint poetesses of Maharashtra’
11.10 – 11.30am: tea break

11.30 – 12pm: Priya Sarukkai Chabria (Pune) on ‘Aandaal - the Autobiography of a Goddess’

12 – 12.30pm: Akhila Ramnarayan (Chennai) speaks on ‘Temporal transgressions: Going global with bhakti’   

Dec 25

10am: Introduction by Anita Ratnam 

10.15 – 10.45am: Chitra Visweswaran (Chennai), performance on ‘Meerabai’

10.45 – 11.15am: Honoring of Vyjayantimala Bali with Lifetime Achievement Award, Acceptance speech, Anita Ratnam in conversation with Vyjayantimala Bali

11.15 – 11.30am: tea break

11.30 – 12pm: Madhureeta Anand (Delhi) & sadhvi Uma Giri, ‘Hearts in ecstasy: A presentation of images and words about Sadhvis’

12– 1pm: Plenary session coordinated by Dr. Ketu H Katrak (USA), ‘Creative representations of ‘Madness’ accessing the Divine’

12 - 12.20pm: Nirupama Vaidhyanathan (USA) speaks on ‘Meerabai and St. Teresa of Avila: Lives in parallel worlds’

12.20 – 12.45pm: Pallabi Chakravorty & Scott Kugle (USA), ‘Dancing for a divine beloved: Mah Laqa Bai and Mira Bai between Hinduism and Islam’

12.45 – 1pm: Closing remarks by Dr. Ketu H Katrak and Interactive session
1 – 1.15pm: Anita Ratnam sums up and introduces next year's conference

EVENING  PERFORMANCES

Dec 24

5pm: Sangeeta Isvaran (Chennai), ‘KARAIKKAL AMMAIYAR’

6.15pm: Aditi Mangaldas (New Delhi), 2 SOLOS includes ‘Seeking the Beloved’ on Meerabai

7.30pm: Mythili Prakash (USA), ‘AIKYA: IN THE VOICE OF AKKA MAHADEVI’

Dec 25

5pm: Zakir Hussain (Chennai), ‘VANAMAALAI - THE GARLAND OF LOVE’ (Andal)

6.15pm: Meenakshi Chittaranjan (Chennai), ‘SAINT THIRUNAVAKKARASAR - THE LORD, MY LOVER’

7.30pm: Rama Vaidyanathan (Delhi), ‘SOULFUL ABHANGS AND THOUGHTFUL VAKHS’ (Janabai and Lalleshwari)

REVIEWS: Day 1
Striking aesthetics and seamless execution

- Kiran Rajagopalan

Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan’s main auditorium stage was aesthetically transformed for the inaugural day of ‘Mad and Divine Women.’ Conference attendees were greeted to a spectacular vision of a white temple façade lit with lamps, ingeniously designed by Rex and Victor Paulraj to serve as a beautiful backdrop and a projection screen.  In addition, a stately wooden sofa and chair were placed on stage for the delegates to sit on during the proceedings.  

Convener Dr. Anita Ratnam gave a brief introduction, and then L. Sabaretnam and Shanta Serbjeet Singh were invited to the stage to inaugurate the conference. In a surprising twist, they unlocked & opened the temple doors to reveal a fully-lit oil lamp bathed in lemon-yellow light!  L. Sabaretnam and Shanta then delivered the inaugural and keynote addresses, respectively.
The conference began with an incisive presentation by Dr. Archana Venkatesan on an alternate depiction of the Tamil poet-saint, Andal.  The account of Andal’s life given by Garudavahana Pandita in his Divyasuricaritram, a 15th-century CE Sanskrit text, deviates significantly from,
	what is mentioned in earlier works.  For example, Garudavahana introduces a novel character, Anugraha
who is the messenger between Andal and Ranganatha.  Moreover, the other azhvars arrange a swayamvara for the 108 Vishnus (the presiding deities of each Divya Desam), after which Andal finally chooses Ranganatha and merges with him.  
Rather paradoxically, Dr. Venkatesan argued that Andal’s “madness” is not depicted in the Divyasuri- caritram as transgressions against convention as in the case of the famous incident in which Periazhvar discovers strands of Andal’s hair in a flower garland.  Instead, her madness is framed around the conventional sufferings experienced by a young heroine in separation from her beloved. 
In stark contrast, Vidhya Subramanian’s performance of ‘Ojas – with that spiritual energy I yearn’ explored how devotional fervor enabled several female saint-poets to actively oppose society’s stifling expectations of them.  Through a provocative mix of dialogue, abhinaya, and short dance passages, Vidhya brought out flashes from the lives of Andal, Mirabai, Akka Mahadevi, Lalleshwari, and Jana before and after their enlightenment.  Much was said in ‘Ojas’ about how and why they rebelled against the patriarchal system which had tried to suppress them.  If the work is further expanded, it would be interesting to see what else had inspired these women to turn to fervent spirituality.

The first day ended with Dr. Devdutt Pattanaik’s engaging and enlightening session on the “Myth of the Mad Mystical Women.”  He cleverly focused his discussion on the subtle symbolism of hairstyle and clothing of the female saints and mythological characters.  For instance, images of Andal and Gauri with beautifully styled hair and rich clothing are suggestive of the restraint and security experienced in domestic life.  On the other hand, the more shocking, nude images of Mahadevi Akka and Kali with disheveled hair suggest freedom but with underlying sense of apprehension.  

Yet, the most intriguing part of the presentation was Dr. Pattanaik’s discussion of the hairpins which bound Sita’s and Draupadi’s hair.  Sita’s chudamani, which undid her hair when she gave it to Hanuman, foreshadowed Rama’s bloody war with Ravana. Similarly, Draupadi’s hair, which was washed by Duryodhana’s blood and bound by his entrails, also signaled the end of the Kurukshetra war!

A discussion with the audience concluded the series of well-executed and concise presentations, and Dr. Ratnam judiciously ended the conference ahead of schedule.

*******

To be mad and divine…

- Pratima Sagar

Here were dancers three, who almost embodied their chosen poets and danced to tell… Narthaki Nataraj in ‘Sutta Pazham,’ Madhu Nataraj in ‘Nirvaya- Dissolving in divinity’ and Malavika Sarukkai in ‘Maname Brindavaname’… the titles say it all! 

Drunk in divinity

Malavika Sarukkai saw the devout audience giving a standing ovation to her signature performance of the evening! For she took them into the world of Andal in a trance like dance. Flowers as a metaphor for her blossoming love, and drawing mandalas on the floor symbolizing the fiery disc that Vishnu sports, or the thousand elephants that Andal pictures in her dreams, and more… Malavika comes into being in a frenzied dance and yet tenderly paints the colours of poetry that find salvation in thy heart itself, of unfurling lotuses - brindavanam within! The emotive songs sung by Vasudha, combined by poetic trans-creations of Priya Sarukkai Chabria completed the seasoned dancer’s performance of the season.

Creating spiritual space 

Madhu Nataraj chooses to dissolve into the poetry of 3 lesser known women mystics - Lingamma, Muktayakka and Molige Mahadevi. The danseuse transforms the stage space into an atmospheric presentation with audio visuals, music, and a dance, so grand, while she herself chooses to be clad in light cottons emblematical of those liberated poets of 12th century 

who philosophized the monistic Shaivism and simplicity of life. Interestingly Madhu connects her 
	‘present’, surrounded by cacophony and crowds with visuals merging into her, and how she emerges out to seek the sacred energies of the triad to create that outer and inner space.  Ramya Reddy’s photo art gave a layered presentation to Madhu’s seamless Kathak swirls and stances. 

Of Madhura Bhakti                

 Narthaki Nataraj religiously choreographs a series of poetic compositions of Avvayars belonging to different times, and yet whose compositions were strung with similar cord of devotion and a possessed love. With sanchari bhavas or dramatized narratives, Narthaki neatly presented hitherto untold stories of divine mad-nesses!  

*******

Mysticism: Some scientists see mysticism as a mental illness. Certainly some mystics have been rather strange. Still, enough psychologists have accepted the reality of the mystical experience, and have theorized extensively about it. The accepted definition of mysticism involves (a) experience of unity with all beings; (b) a powerful influence on the mystic’s way of thinking; (c) distinct knowledge conferred by the experience; (d) time / space distortion, and (e) a sense of sacredness.
(‘Women Mystics and the New Millennium’ by Mary Devlin)
*******

INTERVIEWS
Priya Sarukkai Chabria

How difficult is it to translate Andal’s classic Thamizh verses into English?  How relevant are her verses today?  

On difficulty: Aandaal is a poet of dazzling genius. She packs each terse, splendid verse with multiple layers of meaning, like a series of shimmering reflections one below the other. Therefore her pasurams become phenomenally difficult to translate, yet doing so is a deeply satisfying process. Besides she sang in cenThamizh which demands close work with scholars of old Thamizh. 

           And importantly, Aandaal was a mystic; she roamed realms beyond common experience. Her songs are drenched with the blaze of the sacred embedded in every material that constitutes ephemeral life; at the same time she calls timeless grace to illumine her. Therefore one needs to draw on all of one’s spiritual imagination to hear her utterances bell through the skies and the centuries. This is an exhausting and transformative activity.  

Besides, the more one immerses one’s self in her, the deeper grows the appreciation and delight.  My translations have changed over the years: I abandon older versions, commit myself to newer ones. I’m in her thrall. 

           On relevance: Mystic poets sought to cross all boundaries and seek themselves in consonance with creation. Translating sacred verse is, therefore, an act of faith in the possibilities of poetry of another time, tongue, texture of language and vision to be worlded in the now.

           Aandaal is known for her passionate calling to the divine and her intense awareness of the grace that permeates being; she sought to embed herself in this love that resonates with the rhythms of the cosmos. Her utterances are timeless; to render them into a contemporary English idiom is to renew their perceptive power for future generations. 
Rajashree Shirke
Do you think female mystic poets are a necessary part of our culture and why? 

During the Bhakti Cult that spread throughout India, the extreme emotional and popular poetry of the Indian female saint poets sprouted out from many diverse corners of the nation. This genre of poetic literature gave a direct insight into the ‘Indian female’ – “Mad n Divine” - intense spiritual psyche. These female saint poets had a strong, conscious passion to vocalize their ‘uncontrollable’, ‘unexplainable’ connection with God, irrespective of caste, gender or class. This was the period of intense spiritual rupture that found vent through the female saint poets. The Bhakti Cult that had set aside the ritualism and dogma of Vedic religion provided an elevated sanctuary for hammering the thoughts, the spiritualism, and mainly the fervor of ‘madness’ of these female mystic saint poets into society. Societal 
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	norms or Indian gender protocol were not even a concern on this platform that staged the esoteric devotional play of these Indian female mystics. These female mystic saints are rightfully an indispensable part of our Indian culture and tradition as they have been our ‘social reformers.’ They rid the existing pageantry by presenting examples from their ‘karma’ in order to convince people that the way to God is simple, bringing peace and harmony; naturally, something that only a woman could do. The ‘Female Mystics’ became the ‘cultural centers’ that molded the society by being a part of it.

         These female mystics are a venerated class that attracted large numbers of followers. Their verses are now an integral part of the mainstream repertoire of the Kirtankaar tradition today - an invaluable treasury of Indian literature.
Akhila Ramnarayan
Your comment on the resurgence of feminine energy in spiritual movements recently. 

I am more concerned about the rise in women's participation in organized religion, particularly in fundamentalist movements.  As Urvashi Butalia once said in a lecture, how do we respond to the fact that women were/are active participants and agents in communal riots (Godhra, Bombay, and Kashmir), ready to perpetrate violence, to be complicit in the killing, torture, and rape of other women, in the name of religion? These women are active agents in the political process and in the public sphere, but they blindly serve the interests of fundamentalists and sectarians. Though this point may seem unrelated to the question, the ways in which women's voices, and images of female spirituality, get harnessed or yoked to pernicious majoritarian interests and agendas, to women's own detriment and enslavement, is a growing concern the world over. 

*******
KANHOPATRA

According to most traditional accounts, Kanhopatra was a courtesan and dancing girl, and concentrate on her death when she chose to surrender to Lord Vithoba - the patron god of the Varkaris - rather than becoming a concubine of the Badshah of Bidar. She died in the central shrine of Vithoba in Pandharpur. The tree that rose at her burial spot is worshipped as her samadhi even today. She is the only person whose samadhi is within the precincts of the temple. A small shrine is also dedicated to her in her home town Mangalvedhe. 
                 [image: image5.jpg]


    
Kanhopatra wrote Marathi abhanga poetry on her devotion to Vithoba & struggle to balance her piety with her profession, imploring Vithoba to be her saviour and release her from the clutches of her profession. About 30 of her abhangas have survived & continue to be sung today. She is the only female Varkari saint to have attained sainthood based solely on her devotion, without the support of any guru, male Varkari saint, or parampara.
In Nako Devaraya Anta Aata - believed to be the last abhanga of her life - unable to bear thought of separation from her Lord, Kanhopatra begs Vithoba to end her misery. In Patita tu pavanahe, she acknowledges her Lord as the saviour of the fallen and asks him to save her as well. 
O Narayana, you call yourself
savior of the fallen...
My caste is impure
I lack loving faith
my nature and actions are vile.
Fallen Kanhopatra
offers herself at your feet, 
a challenge
to your claims of mercy.
She compares herself to food being devoured by wild animals - an expression never used by male saints. This abhanga is said to have been composed by Kanhopatra when invited by the Bidar king.
If you call yourself the Lord of the fallen,
why do you O Lord not lift me up?
When I say I am yours alone,
who is to blame but yourself
if I am taken by another man.
When a jackal takes the share of the lion,
	it is the great, who is put to shame.
Kanhopatra says, I offer my body at your feet,
protect it, at least for your title. 
Kanhopatra's life has been recounted in a 1937 Marathi film Kanhopatra written and directed by Bhalji Pendharkar. She was also the subject of the popular 1931 Marathi drama named Sant Kanhopatra, in which Bal Gandharva played the lead. Kanhopatra's abhangas Aga Vaikunthichya Raya and Patita tu pavanahe and Nako Devaraya Anta Aata are used in that drama and in the 1963 Marathi film Sadhi Manase respectively. 
DID U KNOW
On the vimana’s south wall of the Brihadeesvara temple at Gangaikondacholapuram (c. AD 1025), on Siva Nataraja’s left side, below, an emaciated female figure is depicted playing the cymbals and displaying ascetic or demonic features: she has wild flaring out hair, has pointed shrivelled breasts and a fierce facial expression. Jean Filliozat identified this figure as being Karaikkal Ammaiyar. 
In 1976 Mireille Bénisti published an article in which she states that the figure of Karaikkal is depicted not only in South Indian art, but also in Khmer art, especially in Cambodia. On a lintel from Vat Baset in Cambodia she found a figure that she, on the basis of a comparison of Karaikkal Ammaiyar’s verses and South Indian and Khmer art historical sources, interpreted as being the emaciated Tamil nayanar Karaikkal Ammaiyar.
Verses of Karaikkal Ammaiyar
*On that day I became your servant without seeing
Your divine form.
Even today I have not seen Your sacred form.
To those who ask,
"What is your Lord's permanent form?"
What can I tell them?
What is your form?   

*He is the one who knows.
He is the one who makes us know.
He is the knowledge that knows.
He is the truth that is to be known.
He is the moon, sun, earth, sky, and all the other elements. 
RABIA AL BASRI

Rabia Basri is one of the most well-known female Islamic saints, and had a profound impact on Sufism, a mystic branch of Islam. She was born in 17th century Iraq. After her father’s death, Rabia and her remaining family were assaulted by robbers, Rabia captured and sold into slavery. She made the best of her situation by praying and meditating most of the night, after her duties were done. Legend has it that one night her master came upon her praying fervently, and was awestruck by the light she emanated. Horrified that he had enslaved such a spiritual being, he released her.

She went into the desert and became an ascetic, studying with the Islamic spiritual master Hazrat Hassan Basri. She prayed and meditated ceaselessly, and denied herself any pleasure not directly related to her worship. She never married, which is highly unusual within all sects of Islam, particularly for women. She insisted that she only had love for Allah, and wished to devote all her attentions to worship. 

She was one of the first Sufis to introduce the idea of Divine Love, which later became a major Sufi precept. Many famous quotes are attributed to her, including her answer to the question “Do you hate Satan”, to which she responded, “My love of Allah has so possessed me that no place remains for loving or hating any save Him.” These poems are the precursor to the later more famous Sufi devotional poems, by Rumi and others of his period. 

If I Adore You
If I adore You out of fear of Hell, 
Burn me in Hell!
If I adore you out of desire for Paradise,
Lock me out of Paradise.
But if I adore you for Yourself alone,
Do not deny to me Your eternal beauty.  

 

My greatest Need is You
Your hope in my heart is the rarest treasure
Your Name on my tongue is the sweetest word
My choicest hours
Are the hours I spend with You --
O Allah, I can't live in this world
Without remembering You--
How can I endure the next world
Without seeing Your face?
I am a stranger in Your country
And lonely among Your worshippers:
This is the substance of my complaint.    
	SNIPPETS

The Desert Mothers: First women Christian  hermits

The ‘desert mothers’ are the counterpart to the ‘desert fathers’ – the first Christian ascetics, who headed out into the deserts of the Middle East to replicate Jesus’ own desert spiritual realizations through meditation, prayer, fasting, and very simple living. Several communities of desert women ascetics sprang up, in spite of harsh disapproval from Christian ‘urban’ leaders. Their lifestyle was austere, partly because of the desert surroundings and partly because of their strict renunciate vows.

Amma Matrona resided in the deserts of upper Egypt: “We carry ourselves wherever we go & we cannot escape temptation through mere flight.”
Amma Synclectica: “Those who have endured the labors and dangers of the sea and then amass material riches, even when they have gained much, desire more. They consider what they have at present to be nothing, and reach out for what they have not got.  We, who have nothing that we desire, wish to acquire everything through God.”
Amma Sarah: “If I prayed that all people should approve of my conduct, I should find myself a penitent at the door of each one, so I shall rather pray that my heart shall be pure towards all.”
AVVAIYAR
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Avvaiyar was the name of more than one poet who was active during different periods & were some of the most famous and important female poets of the Tamil canon.
Avvaiyar I lived during the Sangam period. She wrote 59 poems in Purananuru.
Avvaiyar II lived during the period of Kambar 
and Ottakkuttar during the reign of the Cholas in 13th century. Often imagined as an old but intelligent lady by Tamil people, she wrote many poems that remain popular even now and are inculcated in school text books in Tamilnadu.Tamil Nadu is one of the 28 states of India. Its capital and largest city is Chennai . Tamil Nadu lies in the southernmost part of the Indian Peninsula and is bordered by the States of Puducherry, Kerala, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh...


 These books include a list of do’s and don’ts, useful for daily life, arranged in simple and short sentences. Her works, Aathichoodi & Konraiventhan written for young children, are read even now and enjoyed. Her two other works, Mooturai and Nalvali were written for older children. All the four works are didactic in character; they explain the basic wisdom that should govern mundane life.
"Katrathu Kai Mann Alavu, Kallathathu Ulagalavu" - What you have learned is a mere handful; What you haven't learned is the size of the world.  

"Thol Ulagil Nallaar Oruvar Ularael Avar Poruttu Ellarkum Peiyum Mazhai" - The rain falls on behalf of the virtuous, benefitting everyone in the world.

"Nanri Oruvarku Seithakal An Nanri Enrum Thalaravalarthengu Thaan Unda Neerai Thalaiyaalae Thaan Tharuthalal" - A good deed will pay back, as the coconut tree that gives the benefit holding on its head, for the water you pour in its feet.
Break but do not bend

Would a pillar of granite,

When it is over burdened
bend or buckle at any point

rather than splinter and fall?

Likewise the noble ones

When their honour is confronted

would lay down their very life

and not submit to the tyrannous.

Real freedom

Real vision is that which sees

the One only beyond the many;

Real valour is that of the person

who has conquered for good the senses five;

Real learning is that which places

you in the state of deathlessness;

And real food is what you consume

when you are totally liberated

and where you are not under any command

and where you are neither slave nor servant…
Interviews by Lalitha Venkat
Info compiled by Lalitha Venkat
Source: Internet


