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A traditional folk art, Yakshagana is truly a sensual experience. Through the night air t here 

come the tense high-pitched staccato and urgent beats of the cande, the mellower rhythm of 

the maddale and the peal of the brass tala. The nasal melodious chanting of the story teller can 

be heard, loud above the rustle and stir of the crowd, the exci ted chatter of the children and 

the muted cries of the sweetmeat vendors at their stalls in the darkness beyond, at the fringe of 

the audience. 

You feel the crowd pressing against you as you find a place to sit in the audience. With the 

closeness of the warm night air touching your skin, the enveloping darkness becomes a shroud 

over the circle of light that is the performance area. 

The aroma of freshly brewed coffee, roasted peanuts and chilli puffed rice mingles with the 

warm smell of the patron's cattle in a nearby compound. 

Then the show begins with colours—brilliant, gaudy, sombre; foreboding shadows, flickering 

lamps, and the crackle and flash of resin powder thrown into fiery torches. The gold and silver, 

the red and white of the head-dresses glimmer in the soft glow of the oil lamps which light up 

the performance area. There is the glint of weapons bared in battle, the patterns on the sand 

made by the flying feet of the dancers, festoons of silk and cotton swirling in red, yellow,  green 

and white splashes in the battles of princes and demons, heroes and villains.  

The music and the chanting now reassert themselves in your attention —the sophisticated 

prose of the warrior hero, the vulgar jokes of the clown -against the stirring of the watchers, 

from the circle of illuminated faces at the edge of the performance area to the hundreds out in 

the darkness. 

And then there is the pleasure of exhaustion when the twelve-hour performance is over, 

which at times has seemed interminable, at times overpowering with tension, beauty, pathos, 

romance, at times titillating, risque, teasing. The enchanted world we had inhabited through 

the night gives way to the humdrum world of activity, as dawn lights up the sky.  

Throughout history patronage has been the life-blood of the arts. Patronage in its historic 

form still supports this style of Yakshagana. The patron is most often a wealthy landlord or a 

prominent businessman, who for various reasons commissions a performance. The occasion is 

usually a thanksgiving to the gods for healing diseases or for providing a good harvest of rice or 

fish, or perhaps the consecration of a new house. At other times, however, patrons request a 

Yakshagana performance simply for their own enjoyment.  Their friends and the rest of the 

villagers are welcome to attend these performances.  



 

The open-air (bayalata) performances are not publicized other than by word-of-mouth, 

originating from the patron, or the servants of the patron who have had to prepare the stage  

area, or perhaps from the villagers who have seen the troupe arrive in the village during the 

day. It is not as easy as it seems for a foreigner in the area to locate a performance. One must 

inquire diligently from village to village until someone, who knows of a troupe vi siting the area, 

gives you directions to reach the performance. Throughout the season the troupes move from 

the village of one patron to the village of another. Occasionally a troupe performs in the same 

village on successive nights but the itinerary is generally unplanned, with occasional patronage. 

For one seeking to watch performances regularly, a practical solution is to travel with a troupe.  

 

The performance transports you to a time when gods walked the earth, when holy men were 

holy, when good eventually and always overcame evil, when Garuda flew the skies bearing Lord 

Vishnu on his heroic and epic exploits, when aerial chariots whisked not only gods and celestial 

musicians throughout the heavens, but also bore the treacherous Ravana and the kidnapped 

Sita to his island kingdom. There are heroes like Arjuna, Bhima, Bhisma and Karna; the villains, 

Duryodhana, Rukma; the mighty demon Ravana; the scheming demoness Soorpanakhi; the 

beauteous Draupadi and the delicate Sita; and the mischievous and playful gondhorvas. Comic 

relief is provided by the raucous buffoons in various guises as guards, messengers and servants; 

or by the brave but often defeated hunters. The characteristics of mankind are reflected in the 

mythological characters: the wise old King Dasaratha (Rama's father) and King Dhritarastra 

(father of the Kauravas), the lustful Kicaka, the boastful Jarasandha, the mercurial Parasurama, 

the gentle Rama and Krishna, Virabhadra, the much-feared creation of Lord Shiva, Pramila, the 

fearless warrior queen and the loyal Hanuman. 

Troupes perform in the larger villages about once a month during each season from the end 

of November to the end of May, so that a nightlong performance is not an endurance feat for 

the audience as it might seem. For the performer, it is a different matter—the season is long, 

hard, relentless, fatiguing; but the rewards are great in terms of personal and emotional 

satisfaction. The artists cannot look forward to substantial financial gains. For the six -month 

season a performer's salary is equivalent to that of a middle-class wage earner. For the 

remaining part of the year (including the monsoon), artistes must find other work or be without 

a livelihood altogether. 

The twelve-hour performance itself is extraordinarily tiring for the a rtistes. If two stories are 

to be presented, the actor-dancer might have to play two roles in a single night; the musicians 

play continuously for four–five hours at a stretch, and may well have two such sessions in  each 

performance. 

Only when the troupe is performing near their home village, or on occasions when there is 

no performance, can the artistes visit their wives and families. For many, the separations are 

for weeks at a stretch. 

Like other performing artistes around the world, Yakshagana artistes c ontract for only one 

season at a time and therefore their career is haphazard and insecure.  



However, the enthusiasts in South Kanada know, respect and honour their leading artistes. 

Perhaps the artiste needs the illusion of becoming something other than hi mself, someone 

larger than life. Perhaps there is the reward sought by all performers, the deep charismatic 

pleasure of entertaining others. Another important aspect of Yakshagana is the religious nature 

of the dance-drama. It is sincerely believed that all who are involved in the performance—the 

author, the artistes, the staff and the audience—are blessed by the gods for their participation. 

When the story begins, the audience settles in for the night. The performance is not over 

until dawn. This does not mean that the drama receives the constant attention of the audience, 

but it does mean that the audience will be in the vicinity.  

To a westerner, the audience behaviour may appear disturbingly casual, almost to the point 

of rudeness. The audience is usually familiar with the story, and individuals will watch their 

favourite parts intensely, but during the parts they find less interesting they wander off to the 

vendors for snacks, drinks and for a chat; or perhaps stay in the audience talking with their 

neighbours; or else roll out their mats and go to sleep for a while. At times, both the children 

and adults, and even the local dignitaries, will cross the acting area , perhaps in front of a 

performing dancer, to greet an acquaintance elsewhere in the audience.  

The story (prasanga) to be presented that night is chosen by the patron, and the troupe 

rarely knows of the choice until they arrive at the village that day (and  sometimes not even 

until they reach the place of performance that night). The audience might not even know until 

the introduction of the performance onstage. The troupes have a repertoire of about thirty -five 

plays but each troupe is known for its performances of particular prasangas and the patron will 

have this reputation in mind when making his choice of programme.  

Currently popular prasangas are those based on the epic battles between the Pandavas and 

the Kauravas, the struggle for the empire following the Pandavas' victory, and the adventures of 

Lord Krishna. In most of the plays, Lord Krishna is outstanding as the central religious figure. 

But there are two currently popular plays in which  Lord Shiva predominates: one concerning his 

marriage to Minakshi and another in which Death restores the hero to life because of his wife's 

devotion to Lord Shiva. 

During a performance, the audience-performer interaction is rarely expressed directly. Occasionally 

the clowns might poke fun at a well known audience member with the same name or personality as 

one of the characters in the drama. At times, members of the audience will honour a superb 

portrayal or performance with a necklet of flowers. If the donor is wealthy, he might pin currency 

notes to the flowers and he or his assistant will then walk onto the stage during the performance to 

garland the performer. Although a sincere tribute, at times this entire situation does become 

ludicrous—the actor patiently tries to continue with his dialogues while an audience member 

struggles to pull the garland down over his massive headdress. 

The performance structure is simple and invariable. The preliminary ritual is introduced with drum 

sounds, and includes the prayers to Ganapati in the dressing room. Then follows a proce ssion of the 

singer, drummer, little clowns and stagehands bearing lighted oil lamps, from the dressing room to 

the performance area. As the musicians take their places, the lamps are secured to forked branches 

or palm fronds stuck into the ground on each side and toward the rear of the rangasthala. 



The second part of the performance is also preceded by singing and percussion accompanying the 

little buffoons. They dance to songs in praise of the gods. After their exit, the singer extols the 

virtues of the audience and Yakshagana. The Balagopalas then enter and dance in praise of Vishnu. 

There is a second Ganapati puja, this time near the entrance to the performance area, followed by 

more dances by the Balagopalas—characters representing the youthful Lord Krishna and Lord 

Balarama. Following their performance two female characters dance to songs about the exploits of 

Lord Krishna. 

The third portion is prefaced by its particular drum song and constitutes the elaborate dance that 

introduces the story. 

The singer tells the name of the troupe's village and the troupe's deity. Usually the patron then pays 

for the performance, the strivesa announces the name of the patron and his deity and assures the 

audience that the offerings made to the deity (in the form of the performance) have been accepted 

and blessed. The singer then chants a sloka in honour of Lord Vishnu and includes the name of the 

troupe's deity. When this is completed, the strivesa pays respect to the maddale, tala, and cande by 

touching them with his right hand. Then the singer, the drummers, the strivesa, and the stagehands, 

the latter carrying two oil-lamps, proceed to the dressing room (cauki), the singer singing about the 

young Krishna and his brother Balarama. The final worship of Lord Ganapati is performed in the 

cauki. The flaming oil-lamp is waved before the deity and the singer, accompanied by the 

drummers, sings in praise of Ganapati and the Goddess Durga. The performers then shout 

‘Govinda!’ in unison, and the performance draws to a c lose. The troupe and staff pack the 

costumes and equipment in cane baskets. 

The glow on the horizon has now become the morning sun. With the Ganapati image (packed 

in a cane basket) carried at the lead, the troupe members, one behind the other, wind their way 

across the paddy field in a sinuous line. The sun rises behind them and the long shadows of tall 

slender palms seem to follow the performers into the distance, as they have done for centuries.  

The earth, flattened by a thousand feet around the rangasth ala, is clear and bare, forlorn 

and a little shabby. The dressing room compound is gone and all that is left is the memory. One 

can hardly believe that a few hours ago this field was the abode of the gods, the battleground 

of heroes, the birthplace of history, where the great moral virtues of mankind were being 

forged! 

You feel the dew on your body as you brush past shrubs and bushes at the edge of the field. 

Whilst waiting at the roadside bus stop there is always the morning song of birds, the joggling 

bus ride and the slow, gentle walk down the narrow, worn path between the mud-brick walls, 

past the well to the low wooden gate of the cottage, where  breakfast is waiting.  



 
King in Dodatta. Large and elaborate head-dress and costume accessories made of wood, 

typical in Moodala paya. 

 

 

 

Regional Variants of Yakshagana in Karnataka  

Amrith Someshwar 

 

Amrith Someshwar is a retired professor of Kannada. His contribution to the field of Tulu 

and Kannada folklore is highly acclaimed. He has written more than twenty Yakshagana 

prasanga texts, creating a new trend in Yakshagana performance.  

 

Yakshagana has a unique place in Indian folk theatre. There has been muc h discussion about its 

origins and development as well as its regional variations within Karnataka. It is remarkable in its 

liveliness and its popularity and in the impact it has on the people even in contemporary times.  

Though there are numerous theories and interpretations  of origin of the term Yakshagana, the 

one that seems most plausible is that the term derives from Yakshopasana (Yaksha and Upasana). 

The Yaksha were a community in Karnataka and hence it is likely that Yakshopasana was originally 

viewed as a religious tradition of the Yakshas. Shivarama Karanth, a major authority on 



Yakshagana, was of the opinion that Yakshagana referred to the particular singing style of the 

Yakshas. Yakhagana then perhaps developed as a theatrical form which had its roots in the 

Yakshopasana which was probably a ritualistic theatre form. Evidence of this still survives in other 

ritual genres in which Yakshas are worshipped—Nagamandala and Dakkebali performed even 

today in coastal Karnataka. 

 

The influence of religious movements of coastal Karnataka can also be seen in the Yakshagana 

repertoire. The conflict between Shaivites and Vaishnavites is reflected in the dramatic themes. In 

early plays, stories were adapted from the Shiva Purana, whereas in later days we see the entry 

of the Vishnu Purana. The term Dashavatara ata which is also used to refer to Yakshagana clearly 

shows this Vaishnava influence. The influence of religious movements was further strengthened 

by the fact that Yakshagana troupes were patronized by the  temples. Hence the plays reflected 

the themes of one particular temple and its followers. 

Yakshagana or Bayalata as it is also called in Karnataka, has evolved incorporating many regional 

performance traditions, and also developed regional variants. There is however, a core of 

similarity in all these regional variations—the poorvaranga (the prelude to the performance), the 

singing of the bhagavats and kodangis (the jesters). 

 

 
Doddata: influence of modern theatre costume. Photo courtesy: Ya ji 

 



Stylistic variations in Yakshagana have largely been geographical in nature. Though Yakshagana is 

primarily associated with coastal Karnataka and the traditions of that area, if one views all of 

Karnataka, the main divisions are Moodala paya (Eastern style) and Paduvala paya (Western style).  

 

MOODALA PAYA 

 

The Moodala paya is spread over the region of the erstwhile state of Mysore and Northern 

Karnataka. In the latter, the principal Yakshagana tradition is called Doddata (which translates as big 

play). There is also a lesser tradition called Sannata (small play). In the Mysore region, it is called 

Moodala paya. There is also a small regional variation of Moodala paya called Ghattadakore 

(referring to the area adjoining the Western Ghats). 

The term attadata is also used all over this region, referring to the raised platform called atta 

which is constructed for the performance. 

The stucture of the performance in Moodala paya has some distinct characteristics, which are 

associated with Doddata. A characteristic of Moodala paya is the group of bhagavats referred to as 

bhagavat mela, in contrast to the more common tradition of solo singing by bhagavats: As far as the 

musical instruments are concerned, they are the same as most of the other regional styles 

consisting of maddale, tala and the harmonium. However, the unique factor of Doddata music is the 

use of the instrument mukha vina which is not used in any other Bayalata form. Another 

characteristic is that when each character makes his entry, he is introduced by a jester called the 

sarathi. When demonic characters such as Ravana and any Bannadavesha appear, they enter the 

stage through the audience followed by a procession of musicians and torchbearers. As these 

characters are often played by prominent 



 
Traditional Doddata kireeta on head of male actor portraying Prahhavati, the queen. Photo 

courtesy: Yaji 

 

people such as the landlord of a village, members of the audience climb on to the stage bowing and 

even making offerings to the demon character who is normally seated on a throne. 

Though the dancing style is vigorous and lively, it is not as evolved as in the coastal traditions. 

Costumes in the Moodala paya are also comparatively heavy and elaborate. The head-dress and 

other costume accessories are made of wood, which makes them heavy and cumbersome. The 

headdress is much more elaborate and decorative in this tradition. The use of peacock feathers is 

also a distinctive aspect of the Doddata tradition. 

The texts in the Moodala paya are more like scripts, leaving little scope for improvisation and 

variation, having a large number of Sanskrit words. The texts have to be memorized by the 

bhagavats and the actors as the songs, speeches and dialogues are set . 

Another part of the Moodalaya paya is the Sannata which is performed in Northwest Karnataka, 

around Dharwar and Belgaum. These are further divided into Vaishnava Sannata and Shaiva 



Sannata. As with the rest of the Moodala paya tradition, the bhagavats in Sannata perform in a 

group but are not called bhagavat. They are called doote, and their style of singing is much 

influenced by the lavani and qawwali singing of Maharashtra owing to the physical proximity of the 

region. Thus Sannata is very popular in the border regions of Maharashtra and Karnataka. This is 

one of the few folk theatre traditions where the female characters are played by women and not by 

men. The jester in Sannata is called laloo unlike Doddata where he is called sarathi. Of late, 

historical stories are gaining popularity as is evident from the Sannata plots such as Nijoguno 

Shivayogi, Neelakantha Kabir Das and Sangya Balya. The singing style in Sannata is melodious and 

famous for its catchy tunes and verve. This is in contrast to the heavier Doddata style. Tala, sarangi 

and dappu are the main instruments used in Sannata. 

Another tradition performed in the area contiguous to Belgaum, around Gokak, is the 

Krishna Parijata. This tradition has a lot in common with Sannata. The script of this play was 

written by Aparala Tammanna in the seventeenth century, but was popularized by Kulagodu 

Tammanna. The theatrical and performative aspects of this were influenced by the Andhra 

traditions of Kuchipudi and Bhamakalapa as well as by the coastal variants of Yakshagana. Due 

to the proximity of the region, there is a large body of Marathi songs and tunes that has been 

incorporated into Krishna Parijata. 

As in Sannata, the singer is called doote. Like the sarathi, the doote introduces each 

character as he or she makes his or her entry. Also like the sarathi the doote provides the 

comic element. The story of Krishna Parijata revolves around the rivalry and jealousy of 

Satyabhama and Rukmini, the two wives of Krishna, as well as the quarrels between Krishna 

and Satyabhama. 

 

 

 

 

 

Shoorpanakhi in Tenku tittu Photo courtesy: Purushothama Bilimale  



 

A scene from Tenku tittu-Oddologa Photo courtesy: S. Krishnaiah 

 

 

 

 



 
1. Arjuna in Doddata 

2. Arjuna in Tenku tittu. 

3. Arjuna in Badagu tittus 

Photo courtesy: Purushothama Bilimale 

 

The romantic plot is the love story between Krishna and Gollati (Radha) with which the performance 

always begins. As in Sannata, women play female characters. However, in Krishna Parijata, women 

also play key male roles such as Krishna and Narada. This genre has also incorporated musical 

instruments from outside the region which are perceived as more modern, such as the tabla, sarangi 

and harmonium. 

 

DASARATA 

This tradition belongs to the Dasa sect of Vaishnavites, who used the popular Bayalata to preach the 

tenets of the Vaishnava faith. Dasarata does not have travelling troupes anymore but is performed 

solely at festivals and fairs. In Dasarata, both men and women are involved in singing as well as in 

acting and dancing. 

The first part of the Dasarata always deals with the romance of Gollati (Radha) and Krishna as in 

Krishna Parijata. The second part deals with the courtship of Chimana and Bheemanna, which remains 

unresolved, and consists of a debate about male and female supremacy. The plot, as a result, provides 

many opportunities for double entendre and obscenity and increases its entertainment value. It is 

commonly believed that the roots of Tamasha in Maharashtra lie in the Dasarata tradition. Chimana 

and Bheemanna become Radha and Galpoji in the Tamasha of Maharashtra. 

 

PADLIVALA PAYA 



Paduvala paya is the style extending from western Karnataka to north Kerala, covering the districts of 

llttara Kannada, Udupi, Dakshina Kannada and Kasargod. This is the style that is perhaps most known 

outside Karnataka and consists of the more famous styles of Badagu tittu (northern style) and 

Tenku tittu (southern style). This is essentially a coastal tradition. The development of these two 

styles have often paralleled and influenced each other.  

Tenku tittu refers to the Yakshagana style that is performed in the coastal belt south of Udupi to 

Kasargod on the northern tip of Kerala. The costumes in Tenku tittu have been greatly influenced 

by Kathakali and this is especially discernible in the costumes and makeup of charact ers like 

Hanumantha and Shoorpanakhi.  

   
1. Shoorpanakhi in Doddata 

2. Abhimanyu in Tenku tittu 

3. Abhimanyu in Badagu tittu 

Photo Courtsey Purushothama Bilimale 

 

The influence of Kathakali on Tenku tittu is also apparent in many other performative elements 

such as the entries and exits, gestures, hairstyles and movements.  

Badagu tittu is the term given to the style that is performed in Udupi as well as Dakshin 

Kannada districts. This is the style of Yakshagana made famous by Shivarama Karanth and is the 

essence of what is known as Yakshagana today. Both Badagu tittu and Tenku tittu are highly 

popular and are performed in contiguous areas which now overlap. Both these styles have 

historically influenced each other and continue to do so even today. H owever, there are many 

differences as well. 

The Badagu tittu performers wear the veera kacche which is different from the balamundu 

of the Tenku tittu. The headgear in Badagu is still the turban called pagdi whereas in Tenku it is 



the kireeta, similar to Kathakali. The pagdi has to be tied and arranged for each performance 

unlike the ready-made kireeta. 

Though the plots of Badagu tittu and Tenku tittu are the same, they vary in interpretation. 

The characters in Badagu tittu are depicted as milder and softer  and more importance is given 

to the bhava and sringara. The performances of Tenku tittu are known for their battle scenes, 

hunting scenes and ferocious demons. 

There is thus also a corresponding difference in the music of Tenku tittu and Badagu tittu. 

The musical instruments in Badagu tittu are the maddale (double-headed drum), tala (cymbals) 

and cenda (single headed drum). The Tenku maddale is bigger and the tala is replaced by the 

jagante which is a more strident gong-type instrument. The cenda is also different in the two 

traditions—in Tenku tittu it is larger and more powerful, like the cenda used in Kathakali. This 

has perhaps been found more appropriate for the scenes of lighting and battle for which Tenku 

is famous. 

In dancing, the major difference is between the spinning action callud girki in Tenku tittu 

where the dancer leaps in a circle and the mandi in Badagu tittu which entails a rotating 

movement on the knees. It is said by some that in earlier times the hasyagara (jester) used to 

play the cenda drums in Badagu tittu. 

Badagu tittu has a further variant called Uttara Kannada Mattu. The costume in this style is 

characterized by the fact that all garments are required to have long sleeves. The style of the 

tunic is also different. The singing in Uttara Kannada Mattu is differentiated from Badagu tittu 

by the repetition of certain lines, which gives more time and space to the dancer. This trend has 

now influenced Badagu tittu and further spread to Tenku tittu. The role of the jester in this 

style is highly restricted. 

Another form of Paduvala paya is Talamaddale, which takes its name from the accompanying 

instruments. Unlike Badagu and Tenku tittu, Talamaddale is performed by actors and musicians 

sitting on a dais or stage but without the tittu costumes and dance. It is popular all over coastal 

Karnataka. There are no stylistic variants in Talamaddale but it is more popular in the southern 

region. As this lacks the attractions of colourful costume, makeup and dance, the arthadari or actor 

has to attract and sustain the attention of the audience with his debating and oratory skills. The 

speeches and dialogues in Talamaddale are improvised. Experienced and skilled arthadaris are able 

to construct and perform theatre based entirely on their verbal skills. Talamaddale has been 

popular with rural audiences but is now gaining ground in the cities as well.  



 
Ravana in Doddata. Influence of company drama on head-dress Photo courtesy: Purushothama 

Bilimale 

 

Contemporary Yakshagana does not enjoy royal patronage as it did earlier. It is now completely 

dependent on audiences and a few temples for patronage. It is a measure of the popularity of 

Yakshagana that it not only survives but flourishes in coastal Karnataka. The social status of 

Yakshagana performers has fluctuated, with many instances of actors being  ridiculed and 

ostracised by the members of the upper classes. Today, however, there is general support for 

Yakshagana performers evident from the large number of amateur groups frequently 

comprising middle-class professional. 

There are also new trends in the development of plots. One of them is based on the centres 

of pilgrimage such as Dharmasthala and Kadri apart from the normal base of myths and legends. 

Yakshagana plays also borrow plots from other genres such as paddanas and kathas. The entry 

of new themes and plots has its own influence on the performative aspects as well. There is an 

increase in realism in contrast to the earlier fantasy world of gods and demons.  

Costumes and makeup also reflect these trends with smaller headgear or none, and lighter, 

more natural makeup. The advent of electricity has not only affected the music and 

amplification but also the lighting. Traditionally, performances were lit by torchlight, later by 

petromax lanterns and currently by electric lights. The harsh glare of these lights dull traditional 

colours and hence are influencing makeup and costume in different ways.  

Trends in contemporary Kannada and Tulu theater are also influencing acting trends in 

Yakshagana. Many traditional dances that were a part of the repertoire cannot be seen today. 

The reduction of dances and music has led to an increase of speech and dialogue as 

contemporary dancers do not often have the stamina to dance all night. As the entrance fee has 

become the primary source of income, large audiences have resulted in higher incomes for 

famous performers, bringing with it more affluent lifestyles and subsequent changes . 



There are inevitably many attempts at experimentation, including attempts to make 

performers of both Tenku and Badagu tittu perform together. However, this kind of experiment 

has not been accepted by the audiences. Even Dr Shivarama Karanth's experiments, despite his 

fame, were popular only outside the region. 

In Udupi and Mangalore the documentation and research on Yakshagana is another factor 

that is causing change. This can be seen as a positive development which is partly responsible 

for creating an age of renaissance for Yakshagana. 

Yakshaganada pradeshika roopagalu—Amrith Someshmar. 

Translated, from Kannada by Puru.chothama Bilirnale and Shubha Chaudhuri  

 

 
 

Talamaddale: 

Text, Context and Performance 

M Prabhakara Joshi 



 

Prabhakara Joshi is a well known Talamaddale artiste and a critic of  Yakshagana. His 

publications on Yakshagana include Jagara, Kedage, Marumale Prastuta,  and Yalzshagana 

Padakosha. He has also edited several books on Yakshagana. He was awarded the Karnataka 

Janapada and Yakshagana Academy Award for his contribution to Yakshagana. Prabhakara Joshi 

teaches Commerce at the Besant Pre-University College in Mangalore. 

 

A variation of Yakshagana theatre, Talamaddale is an art form that is not so well known outside 

Karnataka. It is called koota (gathering) unlike the costumed Yakshagana performance or ata (play). It 

is also called baithak (sitting), prasanga (episode) odike (reading) and jagara (stay awake). To put it 

simply, Talamaddale is Yakshagana minus the conventions of dance, costume and stage. It has 

features which are a combination of Puranapravachana (discourse), Harikatha and Yakshagana. While 

the Yakshagana ata has speech, dance and costume, and the ballet has dance and costume, 

Talamaddale has only the spoken word. Music is common to all forms. 

The word Talamaddale is derived from tala (cymbal) and maddale (drum). This suggests that it was 

basically a singing tradition with the spoken word added to it later. If we are to accept that 

Yakshagana is also originally the name of a composition type (Yaksha: worship and Gana: lyrics), 

Talamaddale could have existed prior to the Yakshagana with costume. Telugu works on prosody 

mention Yakshagana as a composition meant for temple service. Then there was the inclusion of short 

explanatory words by the singer himself and still later, the verbal part was taken up by artistes and 

presented as a dramatic form. A more popular theory is that Talamaddale. developed from a rehearsal 

of the Yakshabana, especially during the rainy season. 

Dakshina Kannada (including Kasargod), Uttara Kannada, parts of Shimoga, Hassan, Coorg, and 

Chikmagalur districts constitute the area where this art form originated and still flourishes. Coastal 

areas of Dakshina Kannada have produced the maximum number of major artistes. There are no 

stylistic schools in Talamaddale, like Tenku (southern) and Badagu (northern) found in other variations 

of Yakshagana. Yet the artistes of the south have developed the spoken word better. Their 

presentation is elaborate and explanatory, and their source materials are richer, enlivened with better 

discussions, debates and more sophisticated wit. The northern Talamaddale players present 

performances which are more dramatic but less rich as far as their depth of scholarship and novelty of 

treatment is concerned. Talamaddale is not a troupe-based or a professionalized art form. It is looked 

upon more as a hobby. Some artistes are paid an honorarium per performance. Normally, artistes are 

invited individually and the roles are assigned just before the performance. Because of this, 

innovation and improvisation are obligatory components of this art. Amateur artistes belonging to 

particular groups perform regularly, (fortnightly or weekly) at a particular place. There are about one 

hundred and fifty associations which have over a thousand artistes. The associations normally take up 

one epic (say the Mahabharata) and perform it as episodes. 

Support for Talamaddale has increased during the last three decades, with the expansion of the 

middle class and a corresponding revival of various social and cultural organizations. The recent 

boom in the electronic media has not affected Yakshagana patronage so far. However, in the 

urban areas, a two–three hour evening performance is preferred by many over an all -night show. 

Considering the very high quality of the skill, training, talent and effort required of' tile artistes, 



Talamaddale continues to be quite inexpensive. An entire night's performance of tile best artistes 

would cost three to five thousand rupees inclusive of all expenses and public ity. 

Talamaddale performances are usually incorporated into various social, religious or secular 

functions. community social and religious festivals like the anniversaries of various organizations 

temple festivals, Dasara and Deepavali are sonic occasions during which a Talamaddale is 

arranged. Performances are also arranged for their own sake, as an entertainment or what is 

popularly called a ‘cultural programme’. Talmaddale being performed as a religious service, in lieu 

of' the fulfillment of a vow or as a thanksgiving service, is practised only in association with the 

worship of god Shani (Saturn) and is called Shani Mahatme (the narration of' tile great deeds of 

Shani). The main season of Talamaddale performances is between June and November This is 

related to the agrarian seasonal calendar i.e. the period between sowing and harvesting and the 

onset of the monsoon. How performances are organized in the winter and summer as well. 

The enactment of' a Talamaddale performance proceeds thus: A bhagavat (singer), 

maddalegara and candegara (percussionists) arc seated at one end of the stage . In front of them 

the arthadaris (actor -narrators) arc seated in rows. They are informed of the roles just before the 

performance. This is folowed by the invocation. Then the bhagavat sings the songs which are in 

the prasanga texts. The actors develop the song in dramatic prose basing their extempore lines on 

the text, and expanding the story and theme found in the verses. The actors normall y provide the 

cues to the singer for the next verse or situation by means of the ethugade (catch-phrase) system. 

The length of each event in the story the dialogue, arguments selection of the verses, time-

regulation and interpretation all these are done on stage through a tradition of' intricate 

conventions practised by the artistes.  

The function of the bhagavat is to sing, conduct the performance, edit the prasanga and 

participate in the performance by responding to soliloquies, asides and emotions. The other 

accompanying artistes also perform this function occasionally The bhagavat also functions as the 

Other—reminding the players of important aspects of the episode while regulating and 

controlling the play An active resourceful bhagavat keeps the whole show lively and interesting 

The bhagavat has to follow the actors closely. Each arthadari has his own way of' Presentation 

and verse-progression. This individual method of ethugade (catch-phrase) requires the singer to 

be alert to actions and to arrange the plot.  

Technically, the bhagavat is the director of the performance. He selects the verses and decides 

the time-segments allotted to each sequence of narration. He can intervene when he feels a 

particular scene is being prolonged or is an unnecessary deviation from the text. H owever the 

concept of bhagavat-direction has now receded giving way to the teamwork concept. This is a 

significant conceptual change probably reflecting a change in our general social values —-a shift 

from the leader–follower system to that of equal participation. 

 

The Three Texts 

 



Talamaddale has three levels of text. First, there is the prasanga (episode). Then, there are the 

intricately-wrought lyric compositions based on these episodes in various metres set to different 

talas (rhythms) as a musical text. Ragas (musical modes) and talas do not always conform to those 

prescribed in the text. This is the static text. Finally, this text is presented by the singer on the 

stage as a verbal text, evoking various emotions. Thus, the singer recreates the text in music 

according to the rules of Yakshaaana music.  

 

The Prasanga Text 

The basic value-system which informs the prasanga texts pertains to  the age of heroism and 

the Bhakti age. The poetic expression must therefore represent the ethos of those ages, 

especially in a stylized art form like Yakshagana. Thus presentation and characterization possess 

special features and problems. The player's perception of characters is his own and though it may 

be freely interpreted, it is fixed within the framework of the prasanga text. The actor has to be 

loyal to the text and yet transcend it. The prasangas have a clear Vaishnava bhagavat bias with 

equal respect for other deities. The artistes read between the lines to bring in new ideas. 

Character portrayals partly fulfil expectations by being true to the text and partly disappoint them 

by a new focus on and elaboration of the text's suggestions. Mythological  characters are 

represented from the Vedas up to the more recent works on Indian mythology and culture. Hence 

this art form presents an interesting cultural mix of the different layers of tradition.  

 

The Musical Text 

The music of Talamaddale consists of bhagavat (singer) and maddalegara and candegara 

(percussionists). This is common to all forms of Yakshagana. The music of Talamaddale has three 

controlling functions: 

1) it provides a basis for the story sequence 

2) it controls the dominant emotion or tone of a performance 

3) it informs the pace of a presentation 

 

Each verse is sung in a mode which reflects the mood of the character. The maddale (the 

horizontal drum) and the cande (the vertical drum) are powerful instruments speciall y suited 

for emotions like anger, joy and enthusiasm. Apart from providing the musical scores for the 

verses, the musicians produce effects to stress the spoken word and give the conventional 

bidthige (rhythmic beats) for actions like entry, flight, escape , fall, journey, a sudden stop, etc. 

Yakshagana music has an excellent range of emotions and a rich technical repertoire. Though 

the speech is the more popular part of a Talamaddale, a team of able and experienced 

musicians is essential. A well sung and well composed Yakshagana song followed by a dramatic 

speech makes the Talamaddale experience complete. This provides the basis for and inspiration 

to the arthadari (actor). The verbal-text is charged with emotion introduced by the singer's 



tone, emotions, notes and the beating of the drums. Thus the himmela (background orchestra) 

gives new meaning to the text. 

 

 

The Verbal Text 

The actors develop this basic structure of the verbal and musical texts by adding imagination, 

interpretations, dramatic talent and learning. The compositions are based mostly on medieval 

Kannada classics like Kumaravvasa's Bhorotho, Torave Ramayana and Laxmisha's 

Jaiminihharatha. But the actors also introduce parallels in phrase and situation from other 

Kannada and Sanskrit classics and various other sources like the scriptures, drama and 

literature. These are all blended together to form an improvised but  coherent classic. Each 

artiste has his independence and his resources are different from those of others. This creates 

interesting patterns of dramatic representation. The freedom of the spoken word is the 

greatest strength of this art. Alternatively, it can turn out to he a weakness, as it can allow the 

performance to digress. 

It is interesting to note that the spoken word is called the artha (meaning) in Yaksha gana 

parlance. Talamaddale as a whole is a continuous attempt to find and give meaning to the t ext, 

the theme and the roles. It is like an extempore drama created and enacted by different artistes 

independently and in combination at the same time, the prasanga composition being the loose 

framework holding them together. Thus there is an essential cr eative structure to the art, 

providing creative scope and offering challenges to the artist. The text unfolds by imbibing new 

elements at every stage. The text-performance relation in Talamaddale could be compared to a 

sea wave which gathers momentum and volume until it crashes on to the shore. 

Formerly, the meanings conveyed by the composition and the spoken word were very close. 

The message of the text was translated into prose, and presented dramatically. Hence the 

artiste's merit lay mainly in the presentational aspect and not so much in the representational 

or creative aspect of his rendering. But with the entry of scholar-artistes into the field, the 

verse-word relation assumed new dimensions. The concept of being loyal to the text is not 

taken seriously now, though it is technically honoured as scheme. An arthadari is not a 

translator but a recreator of the theme. 

Traditionally, the entire prasanaga text was sung and the dialogues followed the text closely 

Now, instead of one full story, two to three small portions or episodes from different stories are 

selected. There are set conventions regarding combinations as well as text -editing. Text-editing 

is done either by the bhagvat (singer) or by other experienced artistes.  

The element that has held the peoples' keen interest in this otherwise actionless art is the 

logical and dramatic dialectic between the characters. It concerns questions and replies, 

accusations and counter-accusations, charges and justifications. Audience involvement is at a 

maximum during two occasions in every Talamaddale performance: 

1) the highly emotional situations (E.g. Bharatha's anguish over Rama's exile) and 



2) the logical discussions on charged issues (E.g. the Vali episode, Karna –Arjuna, Rama–

Ravana, Hanuman–Arjuna, Krishna–Uurvodhana, Bhisma–Parasurama confrontations). 

The flow of language, variety of philosophical and scriptural evidence, abundance of examples, 

lively wit, enlightening analyses irony and satire—all these make Talamaddale a rich experience. 

Often it is the villains like Ravana or Jarasandha who outwit the heroes like Rania and Krishna. 

This aspect of Talamaddale literally causes the explosion of a myth within a dramatic form. In 

such debates the distinction between the role and the role player disappe ars and there are 

even instances where the debates have led to strained relations between leadin g artistes. 

Imaginative artistes can and do bring a contemporary sensibility to the characters. A Ravana 

in Talamaddale often questions the propriety of Rama's behaviour at Pancavati, and accuses 

him of colonizing the rakshasa territory. Similarly, Karna is often portrayed as a downtrodden 

rebel, fighting the disadvantages of social inequaltiy and questioning the credentials of Arjuna 

and the bonafides of Krishna. 

The effect of a Talamaddale performance depends much on riddles and other linguistic 

conventions of the pull, stichomythia, repartee etc. Active response from the audience makes 

the performance lively. It is interesting to watch the audience applauding, enjoving and closely 

following every complicated argument between the actors. The actor substantiates his 

arguments and responses by drawing upon different sources while constructing his part—the 

prasanga text, the classics with their frame texts of the ep ics, legends, traditional thoughts and 

scriptures. Talamaddale, however, is not mere argument. It is essentially a dramatic form, and 

therefore is judged by the standards of other dramatic forms. There is rasa, natya, the 

development of the story, and stylized dialogue But the structure of this dramatic form is such 

that it tends to digress and thus provides scope for improvisation . 

The presentation by the arthadari (the actor) has three aspects —peethike, samvada and 

nirupane (introduction, dialogue and narration). The peethike or pravesha (entry) is the 

introductory soliloquy and is also called purvakathe (recapitulation). It introduces a character 

and his thoughts at that particular moment and explains events that have already happened. It 

is an opportunity to convey to the audience the standpoint of a character, in terms of past 

actions, conflicts and problems. Such introductions are normally used by major characters. 

Recently there has been a tendency to indirectly reply to tile introduction. Often a poin t raised 

by an actor is discussed through a succession of' scenes so that the audience is able to perceive 

different aspects of the same issue. 

The samvada or dialogue and vada or argument are , of two types the first is the traditional 

verse-dialogue in which each character responds to the other with alternate verses in song. In 

recent times, characters intervene and react even when other characters are speaking. This 

heightens the dramatic effect. 

As already mentioned, the prasanga is just a blueprint of the performance. The verses offer 

only an outline to the actors who develop it through nirupane or narration on different lines 

depending upon their ability. One short lyric could provide the basis for a long, intricate 

dialogue. I give. just one example from poet Devidasa's famous Krishna Sandhana. Krishna, as 



the Yandava emissary, presents their viewpoint regarding the dispute over the kingdom. , The 

verse is as follows: 

The sons of Pandu lost their kingdom in a  game of dice, and have now completed 

their vows to you. In order that you may all be reunited, they have asked me to 

arrive at some understanding with you regarding their share of the kingdom and 

they beg you to be considerate. 

This small piece gives rise to a complex debate on the stage: Pandu's sons—were they-? Did 

they really lose the kingdom or abandon it? Is the sharing of a kingdom permissible? Would 

they come and live with the Kauravas or demand a division? As brothers or as kings ? If it is a 

question of rights, why do they beg? Each of these questions would lead to further debate, and 

the entire background would unfold in two opposite versions. 

 

The artistes sometimes resort to an elaborate play of words, puns and juxtapositions to  

heighten the comic and the argumentative elements. The finest elements of Kannada idiom 

come out in such situations. If Karna tells Arjuna ‘You know who you are, not what I am, who I 

am,’ the equivocation in `who' and `six' charges these simple words with  poignant irony 

(Karna is the eldest of Kunti's six sons, hence `sixth'), the Kannada word for ‘who’ and ‘six’  

being the same. Karna, being the abandoned and unacknowledged son of Kunti, is really the 

first of her ‘six’ sons, a fact which Arjuna does not know. 

Kannada, the language of Talamaddale, is a unique mixture of the traditional rhetorical and 

literary language and the contemporary, informal and local vernacular. The spoken language 

of coastal Karnataka is itself a variant of standard Kannada. Messen gers, courtiers, servants—

all use slang. Dramatic speeches are generally stylized, rhetorical and occasionally rhythmic.  

In Talamaddale, speech is the main medium. Hence it has to be more elaborate than and 

different from both Yakshagana and regular drama. But the difference is not merely of 

quantity. There is an important difference in form. The action, e ntry, exit, reaction and 

movement have to be depicted only through words. The audience is generally from the 

literate middle and upper class, as against the more diverse audience of Yakshagana. The 

artist follows auchithya and rasa principles. But the concept of these principles is to be 

viewed in the special context of this art form, which is a verbal one. The process and the 

product are simultaneously and continuously created on the stage. It is an all -night 

performance meant primarily for entertainment. All this could certainl y demand a relaxation 

of the critical rules applicable to a written play text. A slant on character interpretation, an 

outline or a thought introduced by an artiste may be attacked, distorted, twisted or 

contradicted by others. This possibility is ever present in the form itself. So there is always 

the need for adjustment and remodelling, making Talamaddale a tightrope walk.  

The people create their own ‘janatha’ text by discussing the artha (depictions) at hotels, 

shops, offices, homes and roadsides. Often heated debates ensue during these discussions.  

A Talamaddale artiste should be well-versed in mythology classical literature,  philosophy, 

poetry and the prasanga texts. An artiste should be capable of merging with the music of 

Yakshagana, have a good command over the language, possess considerable dramatic talent 



and be endowed with the skills of oration and a strong voice. He s hould also have analytical 

and interpretative abilities and be a good observer of human nature. Finally, the artiste 

should have an open and liberal outlook, understand the ‘other artistes’ viewpoint and adjust 

to it. 

This art demands learning. But scholarship should work as collateral to the art  aspect. 

Some of our village artistes with very limited formal  learning have shown that felicitous 

expression of feelings is the essential aspect of this art. These are the artistes who have kept 

this tradition alive for centuries. 

The 1930s saw a departure from tradition in all forms of Yakshagana including Talamaddale. 

Some senior artistes and art lovers formed the Yakshagana Sabha (Association for Revival of 

Yakshagana and Talamaddale). Artistes formed their own groups. New methods of expression 

emerged. Texts were edited with consistent planning and performances were targeted towards 

urban audiences. This led to the revival of interest in this art. It also led to the emergence of a 

big theatre, while the small or local type has continued alongside. Now there are clearly two 

streams of Talamaddale—the new or the big theatre and the small or the old type which is 

possible, but is not often successful. 

This art has been greatly developed by artistes who have brought in many new elements. 

There have also been some developments which have taken this art into the realm of discourse. 

Very lengthy discussions, disregard for propriety of expression and stage conventions, intense 

debates, no discipline with regard to t ime and domination by artistes have been the major 

weaknesses of the big theatre in Talamaddale. An attempt has been made to correct them, to 

strike a new balance between old and new, big and small traditions and combining the best of 

both worlds. 

The manner of expression in both Talamaddale and Yakshagana is basically of a charged 

type. It is romantic and of extreme natyadharmi style. An art fonn without costume and period 

limitations, it moves easily between past and present, locales of myth and contempor ary milieu. 

Recently, attempts at striking a balance between the lokadharmi and nat yadharmi, the social 

and mythological, are noticeable. The general tendency is to simplify the stylization. This has 

created a better atmosphere and increased the contempora ry appeal. 

As is the case with Kannada literature, Talamaddalc seems to be moving from a conservative 

mythic perception to one that is secular and modern, while remaining within the parameters of 

the form. Because of its adaptability, its future, unlike th at of many traditional forms which are 

becoming obsolete, is promising. The verbal component allows the mixed representation of the 

Indian and the local, giving vent to cultural pressures and creative modes. Other new directions 

in its growth seem imminent. Recent trends in prasanga composition (verse-text writings) show 

a clear departure in content. They are yet to become popular in Talamaddale. If they are 

accepted the departure will soon he reflected here. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Tradition and Change: 

How the Table Entered the Yakshagana Stage 

K. M. Raghava Nambiar 

 

 
 Musicians performing on the table. Photo courtesy: Purushothama Bilimale 

 

 

K.M. Raghava Nambiar is a journalist. He has written two Yakshagan prasangas, and performs as a 

bhagavat, and a cenda player. He is the organizer of a troupe, Yakshakaumudi, which aims tp 

preserve traditional Yakshagana. 

 



 
  Musicians traditionally performed standing. Photo courtesy: Sarvottama Anchan 

 

If one traces the development of Yakshagana in coastal Karnataka, it is clear that more changes in 

areas like costume and organization have been introduced by the Tenku tittu which is the southern 

style of Yakshagana as compared to the Badagu tittu or the northern style. For instance, the 

introduction of the tent was first seen in Tenku tittu in the 1950s whereas in the Badagu tittu it 

appeared after a decade in the late 1960s. 

Another very visible and important change that has taken place in Yakshagana is the inclusion of a 

table on on stage. Originally the accompanying musicians—the bhagavat (the main singer), the 

maddalegar and the cendagara (drummers)—used to stand and perform on the stage, as is still the 

case in similar performing art forms like Kathakali. But for approximately the last five decades, the 

bhagavat and the maddalegar sit and perform on a table. The table in this case is not the 

conventional modern table, but is actually a traditional padimancha which is used by the farmers of 

Karnataka for husking paddy. This was not introduced because of any  performative reasons but 

because of a rift between a bhagavat and a landlord.  

As narrated by the late Mambadi Narayan bhagavat to the author, in the 1930s there was a 

renowned bhagavat called Balipa Narayan bhagavat who was a great singer of the time. Pat rons 

considered it an honour to invite him to give a performance. This gentleman was on good terms 



with a landlord but due to a misunderstanding a rift developed between them, even though they 

never admitted it publicly. Once when the landlord requested hi m to perform, the latter was not 

particularly eager to do so and excused himself by saying that he was not feeling well. He said he 

would only be able to sing one or two songs, after which he would have to rest. But the landlord 

was clever enough to realize that the bhagavat was lying. He pleaded with him to perform at least 

one or two songs. If he really needed to rest after that, the landlord was willing to bring a 

padimancha on to the stage. It was difficult to distinguish whether this was a request or a  threat. 

Balipa Narayan bhagavat did perform that night although he continued the pretence of be ill. The 

landlord, true to his promise, brought the padimancha on to the stage and asked his friend to rest 

on it. For the first time, Balipa Narayan bhagavat sat down and sang. And thus the table entered 

the Yakshagana stage for the first time in the history of Tenku tittu and the tradition continues to 

this day. 

In contemporary Yakshagana, every bhagavat asks for a table on which he sits and performs. 

The maddalegar also sits with the bhagavat but the cenda players find it more comfortable to 

stand. 

About 15-20 years later, after the year 1945, the table was introduced into the Badagu tittu 

form also. Kunjalu Seshagiri bhagavat was the first person to sit and p erform on stage. The table 

is now an essential part of both styles of Yakshagana.  

`Rangasthalakke mancha bandaddu hege' in Vilokana—A collection of articles on Yakshagana. Ila 

Prakashan, Bangalore 1998 

Translated from Kannada by Purushothama Bilimale and Julie Barooah 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tulu Yakshagana: Politics And Identity 

Guru Rao Bapat 

 

Guru Rao Bapat has been actively involved in the theatre movement in Karnataka for more than 

twenty-five years as back-stage worker, actor, director, playwright and organiser. He teaches 

English at L.B. and S.B.S College, Sagar, Karnataka and his recent publication is The Semiotics of 

Yakshagana. 

 



 
Male and female roles in Tulu Yakshagana Photo courtsey Purushothama Bilimale  

 

Yakshagana has a history of more than four hundred years. Its popularity even today can be gauged 

from the fact that there are nearly thirty professional troupes, each of whom give about 180 

performances per year. In addition to these there are innumerable amateur troupes. The popularity of 

Yakshagana is confined to the two coastal districts of Uttar and Dakshin Kannada and the adjoining 

areas. of Karnataka. Traditionally Yakshagana is performed in the open with music, dance and 

improvised dialogues. The mythological themes are drawn from the Ramayana, the Mahabharata as well 

as other Puranas. 

The last few decades have been a period of great change in Yakshagana. The performative context, the 

costume and dance, the themes and the discourse itself are all undergoing a process of change. Among 

these, perhaps the most contentious one is the emergence of Tulu Yakshagana. Until recently even in 

the Tulu speaking regions of Dakshina Kannada district, Yakshagana was performed only in Kannada. In 

fact Tulu Yakshagana has become so common now, that it is sometimes difficult to come across a 



Kannada Yakshagana performance in Tulu speaking areas. Tulu Yakshagana involved a change in 

language (Kannada to Tulu) and in other areas of traditional Yakshagana like the costume structure, the 

themes, etc. In order to understand this development in Yakshagana, we should first understand the 

relationship between Tulu and Kannada language and culture. 

Tulu is one of the Dravidian languages spoken in most parts of the Dakshina Kannada district. This is 

the language of the majority of the people, though many are bilingual and also know Kannada. Among 

the illiterate rural population there are many who do not even understand Kannada. Tulu has a rich oral 

tradition but it hardly has any literature. Historically, this coastal belt has almost always been ruled by 

the kingdoms on the mainland (the Deccan plateau) like the Hoysalas, the Vijayanagar kings, the Keladi 

rulers, the Mysore kings, etc. until the 19th century when it came directly under British rule. As a 

result of this political domination, Kannada became the language of administration, education 

and high culture. Tulu, though spoken by the majority of the people, did not enjoy the prestige 

that was accorded to Kannada. As Amrith Someshwar, an authority on Tulu culture, says, ‘The 

fact that the Tulu region was under the continued dominance of Kannada rulers and that the 

Kannada language alone was used for all practical purposes, meant an inferior status for Tul u.’2 

It is only recently that the Tulu language and culture are being studied seriously. Among Tulu 

speakers, a new awareness regarding their linguistic and cultural identity can be recognized. In 

Tulu Yakshagana, the first Tulu prasanga was written in 1887, although performances in Tulu 

remained only a curiosity. Such attempts were few until the 1960s when Tulu Yakshagana began 

to be performed regularly. 

The contemporary form of Tulu Yakshagana is one that has moved away from traditional 

Yakshagana in very significant ways, and the change is not restricted merely to language. The 

linguistic shift has resulted in altering many other aspects as well (this is perhaps a line example 

of the structuralist viewpoint that our cognition of the world is dependent on the language we 

have at our disposal). One of the most important changes has occurred in the selection of 

themes. Unlike the tradition of Yakshagana where the themes were always drawn from classical 

sources, Tulu prasangas (literally episodes; the writt en script of Yakshagana plays) began to 

take their themes from stories regarding the local deities and folk heroes of Tulu lore, based on 

Tulu oral traditions. 

This has affected the costumes which were traditionally designed to signify and represent 

the gods, demons and superhuman figures of the epic world. In Tulu Yakshagana, these 

traditional costumes are rejected. 

The prasanga plots are now no longer based on either the epic world or on folk heroes, but 

are imaginary in nature. 

In the Tulu prasangas, the hasyagara (clown) has assumed great importance. In most 

traditional prasangas, the role of the hasyagara is mostly peripheral (at least in the written 

script). But he plays a pivotal role in many Tulu prasangas. Artistes like Mijar Annappa  are said 

to be great masters in exploiting the potential of the Tulu language. One wonders if the lack of 

strong characterization in the new prasangas has resulted in the greater prominence given to 

the hasyagara. The most prominent function of the hasyag ara at the discoursal level in 

traditional performances, is the role of mediation between the epic world of signification and 



the every day world of the spectators. As no such mediation is necessary in Tulu prasangas (the 

characters being nearer to life), the hasyagara has perhaps moved from the periphery to the 

centre stage. 

Tulu Yakshagana has also got rid of the ritualistic features which formed part of the traditional 

performance structure of Yakshagana. Other aspects of Yakshagana, like the music, the 

performative context, the organizational pattern, have all been maintained. The traditional dance 

is also maintained, though in a curtailed form. The value system and the world view projected in 

these performances is almost the same as that of traditional Yakshagana—the victory of good 

over evil, the assertion of the traditional hierarchical structure of society, the  place of women. 

 

 
A scene from Tulu Yakshagana Kaudura Bomme Photo courtesy: Manohar S Kundar  

 

 

The strong assertion of traditional values maintains the status quo.  

These changes brought about by Tulu Yakshagana have shaken the very roots of traditional 

Yakshagana. In the southern style of Yakshagana, these changes have had their impact on 

Kannada Yakshagana also. As a result, many Yakshagana scholars are expressing great concern 

about this change and are opposing Tulu Yakshagana most vehemently. Prabahakara Joshi, a 

renowned Yakshagana critic, for example, says, ‘The all-round beauty of Yakshagana is itself in 

danger’. He further adds, ‘The question is, if Tulu Yakshagana is  responsible for the destruction of 

the traditional structure. 



 

 
A scene from Tulu Yakshagana Kaudara Bomme. Photo courtesy: Manohar S. Kundar  

 

The answer is yes.’3 He holds Tulu Yakshagana directly responsible for the loss of the traditional 

beauty of Yakshagana. Others seem to think of Tulu Yakshagana only in terms of the linguistic 

shift and are of the opinion that Tulu Yakshagana should have adopted a slower proc ess of 

change. U. P. Upadhyaya, for example, says, ‘If Tulu Yakshagana had continued the classical 

tradition of Yakshagana for one or two decades with the stories from Puranas and only the 

language being Tulu, this confusion would not have been there. These problems were created 

when everything was changed at once’.4 

The opinions quoted above are some of the typical reactions against Tulu Yakshagana. These 

writers seem to think that the entire problem of the emergence of Tulu Yakshagana and what it 

signifies is related only to language. Even the staunch supporters of Tulu Yakshagana are prone to 

the same conceptual error when they brand the critics of Tulu Yakshagana as its opponents.  

The question of Tulu Yakshagana cannot be understood if viewed from the li mited perspective 

of the Kannada–Tulu dichotomy. A new form of cultural expression does not emerge and become 

extremely popular, unless there is a strong cultural, social and even political urge for such an 

expressive form. (The critics of Tulu Yakshagana attribute its emergence solely to the commercial 

urge of the troupes, which is, no doubt, one of the factors behind Tulu Yakshagana. But this does 

not explain why the same traditional spectators of Yakshagana now wish to witness Tulu 

Yakshagana). Tulu Yakshagana is a fine example of what anthropologists call an ‘invented 

tradition’. This refers to the process of a traditional cultural form being restructured and recoded 



so that it begins to convey meanings other than those in the original. It is also an ex ample of the 

clash of competing ideologies, where, in the words of Wayne Ashley, ‘differently positioned 

groups with competing political and social goals construct, remember and dismantle the past or 

images of the past in order to shape both the present and the future’.5 

In Tulu Yakshagana, the social tensions and the contending power equations of different social 

groups find expression in the discourse of the performance at a deeply subliminal level. In order 

to comprehend the complete significance, we have to look at not merely what Tulu Yakshagana 

chooses to represent, but also at what it chooses not to represent. This negative signification 

becomes very important in comprehending the true meaning of Tulu Yakshagana.  

The changing social situation of the present where the hierarchical caste structure is 

increasingly being challenged has led to newly emerging social tensions and power play all over 

India. A few words about the particular social situation of the Tulu speaking society are perhaps 

called for here. Till recently, ownership of land as well as the Jains. But now, the other castes and 

communities that are classified as ‘backward’ are contending with these communities for power and 

position, especially the Billava and the Mogavira communities who are becoming increasingly powerful 

both politically and socially. The unquestioned hegemony of the upper castes is being challenged, 

leading to new social equations and tensions. Economically also, these communities are becoming 

independent. With political and economic independence, there naturally grew an assertion of their 

ethnic identity as well. The recently renovated temple built by Sri Narayana Guru, a saint, who in the 

early part of this century had worked for the upliftment of the backward classes in Kerala and in 

Dakshina Kannada, has now become a centre for the Billava community. This stress on ethnic identity, as 

well as the struggle for political and economic power, has naturally resulted in new social tensions. 

Along with these trends there is also the emergence of an anti-Brahmanical tendency, especially 

among the educated classes. The Brahmans are now seen not merely as exploiters but also as being 

responsible for most of the ills of the Hindu societv. Brahmanism as a concept is also coming under 

increasing challenge, though its hold over the community at large is still pretty strong. 

The great tradition in Yakshagana represented stories of the Indian pantheon even when most of the 

participants were followers of the little tradition. Amrith Someshwar, explaining the importance of the 

local traditions of ritual and worship to the Tulu people, says ‘However, so far as folk religions of Tulu 

Naadu are concerned, the conventional religions... are of no relevance. Folk deities like Bhuta (spirit) 

and Naagaaraadhane (snake worship) have dominated the life of the common folk for centuries’6 In 

spite of such prominence, we have already seen how, until recently, these deities were never 

represented in Yakshagana. 

In the light of all these contending and conflicting forces in the political, social and religious spheres, 

we have to study the emergence of Tulu Yakshagana. It was not a simple question of replacing one 

language with another. Tulu Yakshagana became the vehicle of expression for the assertion of linguistic, 

ethnic and religious (non Brahmanical) identity. The form of Yakshagana (which was felt as their own) 



was retained, but the discourse of traditional Yakshagana was rejected. The new Tulu prasangas (at least 

in the beginning), were about the folk deities and heroes of Tulu culture. Prasangas like Koti Cennaya 

(about the brothers Koti and Cennaya, their courageous acts and their tragic end), Amara Silpi Kolkuda 

(the immortal sculptor Kalkuda, worshipped as a Bhuta) and Tulunodo Siri (the story of Siri and her 

sister, belonging to the Bunt community) bear witness to this. 

The traditional prasangas of Yakshagana, based on the epics and Puranas, have almost totally been 

rejected.7i This can be seen as a rejection of the classical Brahmanical tradition. As a corollary to this, the 

costumes and makeup structure that represented these epic characters have also been rejected. That 

the new costume style has not as yet evolved a significant structure or typology does not seem to 

matter much. What is rejected appears more significant than what is actually represented. 

Thus, Tulu Yakshagana represents a rejection of the language (Kannada) as well as the thematic, 

cultural framework of the epics and the Puranas which they represent. The same performing art, 

Yakshagana now in Tulu, performs a totally different function—not the reassertion of classical/ 

Brahmanical tradition (with which the epics and Puranas have come to be associated) but the subaltern 

defiance as represented by the rejection of the language as well as the classical Sanskritic discourse. 

This does not mean that Tulu Yakshagana was a very conscious effort at representing the forces and 

tensions that have been analysed so far. It is not even definite if the artistes, writers and the viewers are 

aware of all its implications. As with all traditional cultural forms of expression, Yakshagana also is a 

highly symbolic system and the meanings are often so deeply embedded that it is not easy to recognize 

or decipher them. Tulu Yakshagana, for example, at the manifest level of the discourse, upholds the 

value system of traditional Yakshagana, including the rigid hierarchical structure of the society. But to 

take these representations as the true or only meaning of Tulu Yakshagana, would be to miss the real 

significance totally. It has become an expressive vehicle for the newly emerging identities and 

ideologies. It is a fine example of what Bakhtin calls ‘the polysemy of voices’, where the same 

performance expresses both official and unofficial ideologies. Such a polysemy of voices has always 

been present in Yakshagana but in Tulu Yakshagana the subaltern voice of the unofficial ideology is 

being expressed loud and clear.8 

Tulu Yakshagana, as it is developing now, stands as a fine example of what Richard Bauman calls ‘the 

emergent quality of performance’.9 ii He refers to how the text and the event structure are not static but 

evolve during the performance. He makes another important observation about how the social 

structure itself may emerge during performance–‘In addition to text and event structure, we may 

uncover a third kind of structure emergent in performance, namely social structure.’10 This emergent 

quality of social structure is not of course confined only to performance, but cultural forms being potent 

forms of expression, may and often do contribute to the emerging social structure. 

This emergent quality of social structure in performance becomes more pronounced when 

the society is undergoing a process of change. As Bauman says, ‘The emergent structure of 

performance event is of special interest under conditions of changes as participants adapt 



established patterns of performance to new circumstances. ’ iii Tulu Yakshagana is a fine example of 

how the established form is used for expressing the new discourse. Tulu Yakshagana has thus not 

merely become an expression of social change but is also the agent of that change.  
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Late Professor K. S. Haridasa Bhat was the principal of MGM College, Udupi for fifteen years, 

during which time he established the Yakshagana Kendra. He was the founder-director of the 

Regional Resources Centre for Folk Performing Arts, which houses detailed documentation on 

Yakshagana. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In his autobiography published in 1977, an old bhagavat of a traditional Yakshagana troupe, 

Srinivas Nayak, narrates his experiences as a singer in a working life spanning thirty-six years. 

joining a troupe when he was sixteen, he worked in the then existing seven troupes: Saligrama, 

Saukuru, Marnakatte, Mandarti, Anegudde, Perdur and Amriteshvari. He narrates with pride 

that in 1952-53 he worked with Dr Shivarama Karanth and in 1956 he broadcast a programme 

over All India Radio. He says that he drifted into singing by mere chance. 

I stood near the bhagavat one evening when he was singing the songs of 

sabhalakshana (the prologue). Those were the days when loud speakers did not exist; 

hence I had to go near the bhagavat to get the whole of the music. The bhagavat took 

some interest in me, perhaps because of my unwavering attention; he dragged me 

near his seat and asked me to continue the second half of a prologue-song in Sanskrit. 



 

With great trepidation I sang, but in a low voice. The bhagavat commanded, ‘Now, 

don't feel shy. Come on, open your mouth and sing aloud.’ 

This was the first lesson that Nayak received from an unknown guru. This was the natural 

way in which instruction was passed from person to person in an age when no one thought 

Yakshagana needed a school for training young artists. Learning by doing was the principle 

adopted everywhere. As it is even today, there was not much of a scientific, shastra-ic way of 

teaching either Yakshagana singing or dancing. Entire songs were learnt by heart and sung. In 

Talamaddale, a singing style, they had an opportunity to rehearse for the stage. During Dasara, 

the harvest season, they organized a small youngster's troupe called huvinakolu (the flower 

sick). The four months of the monsoon was when the art was learnt. In the days before printing, 

scribes were in great demand to write out copies of the prasangas on palm leaf manuscripts. 

Some young people went to the gurus in order to learn for two or three hours a day, although 

this period could be shortened by the guru at will if he had some work in the next village or a 

ceremony at home. A student who did not live up to expectations would be asked to quit, while 

one who showed promise would be encouraged. However, praising a novice excessively was 

considered to be in bad taste. His parents were regularly informed about his progress. 

Consistent hard work was expected. There were no timetables, syllabi, schedules, to restrict 

and control the learning process. 

India is supposed to be a caste-ridden country but in studying Yakshagana everything was 

forgotten for the sake of the art. Brahman students learnt under non-Brahman musicians and 

dancers. For example, Srinivas Nayak a Brahman, studies under Matpadi Narayan Nayak, a non-

Brahman. 

The Yakshagana teaching of those days was a continuous process. On stage, it was assisting 

the bhagavat, first informally and then as a performing assistant (sangitagara). Indeed the 

traditional stage of Yakshagana institutionalized the learning-teaching process through an 

apprentice type training. The stage and the school were one. 

During the performing season from November to the following May, the bhagavat may have 

had no time to teach a newcomer on stage; but he certainly had time when he moved to the 

next village ten or twelve kilometres away. There being no mechanical transport, the distance 

had to be covered on foot, providing an opportunity for the youngster to learn. ‘Come with me 

on my journeys and I will teach you along the way provided you have the aptitude (talajnana 

and ragajnana)’, the guru would say. It was believed that a musician must have some intuitive 

base of knowledge. He must have music in his soul. After such learning, the novice could 

graduate to the positions of the sangitagara. 

It is interesting to cite this example of the second level musician for the extremely pragmatic 

way in which the Yakshagana folk theatre organized itself. The sangitagara is the musician who 

enters the stage and sings the prologue songs. It is after the oddolaga-the introductory dance-



 

that the bhagavat makes a dignified entry and assumes his position. Until his entry, the 

rangasthala (acting arena) is under the direction of the assistant musician. The dancers of 

kodangis (buffoons), balagopalas (the dance and dancers of Krishna as the young cowherd and 

his elder brother), striveshas (female characters) and the oddolaga-all these may take more 

than 100 minutes before the real story begins. When the bhagavat is absent on account of 

illness or some other eventuality, naturally the sangitagara sings for the entire night. 

 

Yakshagana training in the past 

 

We can now outline the details of Yakshagana training:  

1. It was mostly learnt by imitation and copying  

2. The training was not organized and systematic 

3. Interested young men joined the troupes as apprentices and as stagehands 

4. The different aspects of this art were learnt through the practical experience of performing 

and practising together in the mela (temple troupe) 

5. Thus almost all practical experience led to theoretical knowledge. Boys joined the melas at an 

early age (eight to ten years old). They were not paid, but given free board. 

 

The boys who travelled with the artistes could be divided into two groups 

a. Boys related to the artistes. They were more privileged and received better treatment from 

the senior artistes. They did not need to do menial work 

b. Boys who joined out of interest. Since they did not go to school after nine or ten years of' 

age, they had to find some vocation so as not to be a burden on the familv. They were less 

privileged and were treated as servant boys who worked for their board. They were not 

Members of the mela, but were looked after by the master-artistes of' the mela. The senior 

artistes taught tala and dance whenever they were free. The boys learnt bit by bit. While 

travelling from one place to the other on foot, the artistes would teach the boys the words or 

dastu of the tala rhythms. Training in speech was also sometimes imparted in the same way. 

After reaching the next village, before taking a bath or going to sleep, a few steps would be 

taught 

The teacher-artiste in return would be paid some kanike, a monetary gift usually by the 

privileged boys. The other boys in return would help their teacher with menial jobs such as 

washing their clothes, carrying their bags while travelling, massaging their legs at night etc.  

Much of the real art was learnt during the performance. Before the prasanga or story begins, 

there is a long introductory prologue called sabhalakshana which is not connected to the 

prasanga thematicallv. This consists mainly of the dances of the kodangi, the balagopala vesha, 

the strivesha and the oddolaga.  



 

The beginners play the kodangi role. There is no limit to the number of kodangi performers; 

there may be one or two, or even six or seven. Their dance consists mainly of jumps and a few 

simple steps. As they are dressed like buffoons, they need not be perfect in dance. 

 After the kodangi, the balagopala vesha performers come on stage. These are two boys 

with a little more experience. The songs for these roles are all in praise of' God, having all the 

seven tala varieties and all the major dance steps. The kodangi boys also accompany 

balagopalas. Thus by imitating the senior boys the juniors learn dancing 

Two female characters called strivesha enter the rangasthala. Their dance is more refined 

and graceful, and more complicated. The men who have passed through the stages of kodangi 

and balagopala vesha plav the role of strivesha. Of course not. 111 young men are allowed to 

play these roles. The body and limbs are specially trained for the strivesha dance. In kodangi 

there is only dance and in young balagopala vesha only dance and simple abhinaya (mime). In 

the strivesha, dance is harmonised with abhinaya and feeling, thus manifesting the stage-by-

stage development of the actor. 

The long elaborate oddolaga dance which marks the beginning of the prasanga, gives ample 

scope to the trainees to learn dance. Boys who have played balagopala and a few other young 

men with some experience take part in the oddolaga. After entering the stage all the characters 

dance together in a circle for more than half an hour. Employing different talas, almost all the 

dance steps of Yakshagana are used here as the young artistes observe the feet of the senior 

artistes, imitating their pose and posture. Of course it is the bhagavat who directs and instructs 

the young artistes on the stage. 

Thus the sabhalakshana plays an important role in teaching Yakshagana to the young men. 

Sometimes there would be some comic scenes—Kokkechikkana hasya, Ardhanarishvara, etc. All 

the dance steps and movements of Yakshagana are found in balagopala, strivesha and 

oddolaga. Every day trainees are thoroughly drilled in sabhalakshana. The actors are graded as 

follows: kodangi, balagopala vesha (kattvesha), strivesha, punduvesha, purushavesha, 

murangevesha, eradanevavesha. Eradanevavesha in each prasanga is played by the senior-most 

artistes who are paid the highest next only to the bhagavat. An artiste is called a veshadhari 

only when he is able to play strivesha. Young boys in the course of many years pass through 

these different stages or grades, and according to their ability might perfect upto punduvesha 

or purushavesha. Only a few would reach eradanevavesha in their thirties or forties. There is 

only one eradaneyavesha in each troupe. 

The art of makeup and costume is quite complicated and separate training for it is not given. 

In the green room, the boys help the other artistes with their costumes. Sometimes they learn 

the technique of tying the head-dress, the kedage mundale and mundasu, and also help the 

senior artistes in packing their things. 



 

But the bhagavat and maddalegara studied their art from other artistes during the rainy 

season. Their guru was paid for this if he was not a relative. After getting preliminary training, 

the singer joined the mela as a sangitagara or as an ottu maddalegara. They conducted the 

subhalakshana part. The bhagavat came to the stage when the oddolaga began. The 

sangitagara, sitting behind or standing with the bhagavat, would give vocal support to the 

bhagavat. Thus he also picked up the ragas, directorial knowledge and each prasanga. The ottu 

maddalegara assisted the maddalegara. Only after learning a few prasangas by heart could one 

become a bhagavat and join the mela. 

The cenda was not considered an important instrument as there was no separate player 

assigned to it. Either a strivesha or hasyagara would play this instrument whenever they were 

free. A person who knew the tala would learn this instrument by practice. 

Occasionally, landed gentry in certain places invited the artistes to teach this art to 

neighbourhood boys in the off-season. They were the patrons and their patronage helped 

maintain the continuity of this art. 

After 1940, the trend of teaching the art during the off-season took a more regular form. 

Non-professional artistes, some of whom were also teachers by profession, taught Yakshagana 

dances and tala in regular Yakshagana classes at different places. Some boys who had early 

training in such classes later joined a mela. Teaching here was more organized and methodical. 

A regular fee was charged. This phenomenon is responsible for the emergence of many 

amateur troupes and Yakshagana grew more popular. 

The latest development is training schools with many teachers such as those in Udupi, 

Dharamasthala, Hangarakatte and Honavarete. 

 

In-built training 

 

The very framework of traditional theatre ensured its own continuity. It allowed young people 

the opportunity to exhibit their talent in kodangi halagopala, female roles or minor male roles 

before they could graduate to the position of a major artiste such as the purushavesha, and 

finally the eradanevavesha. 

Kodangi are characters dressed in clownish costume who romp about on the stage freely at the 

beginning of' the performance, while people gather in front of the open air stage. To the beat 

of the cenda and maddale, the one a high-pitched and the other a soft drum, boys of ten or 

twelve years of age dance and entertain the audience. After one or two years, the more 

promising of the kodangis will be given the balagopala role which offers a more systematic 

rendering of the traditional dance. If any among these has a good voice and supple body, he is 

chosen to play the female role (strivesha) in which the lasya of Yakshagana is prominent. If one 

gets a place in the oddolaga sequence, he can be said to have completed his training as this 



 

famous traditional choreography of Yakshagana requires the entire repertoire of Yakshagana 

dance. 

 

Informal media 

 

The Yakshagana artiste must know not only dance but must have the ability to speak his own 

part extempore. Imparting scholarship to dancers who were illiterate or partly literate must 

have been a problem. This was solved through the Talamaddale, a substitute for the theatre 

during the bleak rainy season of coastal Karnataka when rains interrupted work and 

immobilized the people. Sowing would be over in a fortnight, followed by two or three long 

months before the harvest when heavy rains lashed the area. It was then that the artistes of 

the village performed Talamaddale which was attended by the local audience. 

In Talamaddale the character impersonators, usually four or five major characters, sit around 

the stage while the background musicians are seated as in the regular theatre. For example, 

one character is Arjuna, another Krishna, a third one becomes Draupadi a fourth one Bhima. 

The actors, in fact the speakers, are in their ordinary attire. Yet within a short while the temple 

atmosphere is charged with tension and excitement as the Puranas are narrated and the 

contending heroes engage in a battle of wits which the audience enjoys immensely. This was 

the place and situation where a young Yakshagana artiste received his training in the art of 

speech, acquiring some new insight into the Puranic characters. It was informal education par 

excellence. Sometimes the actor himself participated and at other times he listened. This is still 

a popular form in South Kanara district. Before the system of colonial education started in the 

districts Of' of South and North Kanara, there were native schools called aigala matha. A temple 

precinct and sometimes a private house served as the aigala matha where the teaching 

consisted of the three R's; but the content of reading was Yakshagana Learning the prasanga by 

heart, and writing them on either palm leaf or (later) on paper was considered education. An 

educated person was one who had knowledge of the Yakshagana prasanga. Education was 

based on the knowledge of the Indian epics from which arose the art of Yakshagana. 

Huvinakolu was another invention of Yakshagana. It was a short session of Yakshagana song 

and dialogue (during the Navaratri or the Dasara festival which was held just after the rains. 

Here a singer and an instrumentalist would take three or four boys and present a couple of' 

songs and dialogue in the open yard of each farmhouse, and collect some rice and coconut as 

honorarium. Such huvinakolu teams would go around for ten days earning for their masters and 

incidentally providing training to the novices of' the troupes. 

Vachana (reading) and Harikatha (stories about Krishna) were other forms of disseminating 

knowledge of the scriptures to the masses before 1900. Even in the first three decades of this 

century these media were quite popular in the villages, although, with the spread of literacy, 



 

broadcasting and cinema they have dwindled in importance. Vachana usually meant the 

reading of' the Gadugu Bharata, which is the Mahabharata rewritten by the poet Kumara Vyasa 

in Kannada and the Torave Ramayana by Narahari. Many of the prasangas drew heavily on 

these and hence attendance at these readings was a convenient way of acquiring authentic 

knowledge of these epics. In Vachana a scholar, a pandit, a schoolmaster or a Yakshagana 

artiste---would read the shatpadis (the six stanzas of poetry) and interpret them in Prose. 

Harikatha was a solo performance by a scholar in which songs, Sanskrit couplets, scriptural 

quotations and popular stories were mixed artistically. Temples, patrons or the locals would 

arrange these for a day or number of days. 

 

Promoting local culture 

 

Nilavar Ramakrishnayya the guru of the Yakshagana Kendra, Udupi opines that much of his 

training was the result of a Yakshagana environment in the district. He says more than formal 

schools it was Yakshagana which seemed to attract youngsters, for the artiste was held in great 

esteem by the public. 

Every one knew life was hard in the troupes, what with the low salary of Rs.200 

to Rs.300 for six months which was all-night work through the entire season My 

father and uncle (the latter a bhagavat himself) attempted to dissuade me but 

they gave in when I insisted. My uncle was my guru for singing. I lived with him 

for many years to learn this art. There were frequent readings of the Puranas in 

my uncle's traditional household. I absorbed the stories of the Mahabharata and 

Ramayana. My aunt and other older women used to sing devotional songs every 

day during the worship of the family deity. This had the effect of imparting 

knowledge of' musical patterns even before the actual learning started. My uncle 

started with the tala of Yakshagana. He taught me the way the tala must express 

itself and how it should come to an end. To every tala there would be a song. 

Songs were chosen from two different ragas (musical patterns) so that one knew 

how to distinguish between them. Mine was perhaps an intensive course for I 

remember learning 15 ragas in a fortnight with daily instruction of four hours in 

two sessions. In five months, I achieved successful recitation of several prasangas 

like Dhruracharit, Krishna Sandhana, Virataparva and Abhimanyu. I also used to 

assist my uncle with his temple duties and farming. I remember one occasion 

when I totally forgot the buffaloes which wreaked havoc on the crops in our 

paddy field because I was day-dreaming imagining myself to be a mela singer. I 

was severely punished for this lapse. Every year I had to give an account of my 

studies to my father. At the end of five months my uncle said, ‘Now that is 



 

enough. You call perfect your knowledge in the mela itself.’ My joy knew no 

bounds for this statement was a certificate of graduation. 

There was no scope for specialization. A bhagavat was familiar with the instruments as well. 

A dancer-actor could also sing. Yakshagana learning was not compartmentalized; one learnt 

whatever came one’s way. For example, Nilayar bhagavat is also a competent maddale player. 

After his singing lessons he went to a famous maddalegara and studied under him for three 

months. Not satisfied he went to another guru on the hills of the western ghats. He also studied 

some classical music under a local master. Nilayar was able to locate a classical musician. 

Before 1900 there were none in the district and the Yaksha music possessed unrivalled mastery 

over the minds and hearts of the residents. 

Whatever little training was imparted, it was completed and perfected only when the 

artistes got a chance to perform on the Yakshagana stage. The training programme was built 

into the performing framework itself. Elementary dancing lessons were received and singing 

was learnt by being the second or sangitagara to another bhagavat. The maddalegara became 

an apprentice to the chief instrumentalist. There were no prescribed rules for transmission of 

existing knowledge and no specialized teachers. The artiste himself, mostly during the off-

season, played the role of the teacher. As melas abounded, there was no dearth of teachers for 

those who wished to learn. The network of resource persons which was built up naturally was 

instrumental in making available Yakshagana training to scores of novices. The stage itself was 

available to test one’s knowledge. Season after season, young recruits perfected their learning 

in different stages from the kodangi to the bhagavata. 

 

Today 

 

Even today the art is transmitted to the newer generation mostly in the same manner. The 

limited number of training institutes cannot cater to the needs of the increasing number of 

troupes. The idyllic situation of Yakshagana is slowly disappearing. Artistes nowadays have no 

time to train younger ones. During the off-season too, they play in distant cities. The dominant 

media of modern times-classical music, modern cinema and the stage, the newspapers, books 

and the radio—have reduced the quality and the significance of Yakshagana as the only 

medium of mass communication of the traditional epics. To uphold these older values in 

changing times, specialized art schools have had to emerge. It was in 1971 that the Udupi 

Yakshagana Kendra was founded by Dr. Shivarama Karanth who felt that the time had come 

when Yakshagana training had to be formalized for the sake of preserving its traditional 

aesthetic values, and also to build creatively on them. In the Kendra, every year ten to twelve 

stipendiarv students are admitted. Although the minimum period is stipulated as two years, 

none stay after one year. This is because firstly, in one year the dancer-actor achieves enough 



 

to go on the stage, and secondly, the stipendiarv amount is very low (Rs.100 per month). A 

young student is valuable for farm work and with some Yakshagana training, he could fetch a 

few rupees of cash income to the parents. Hence the school is not able to retain the students 

beyond a year. Another school at Hangarakatte teaches music for four months in a year. It is a 

seasonal school because the bhagavat goes to the troupes during the performance season. In 

the other Yakshagana district, namely North Kanara, schools are set up now and then. The 

Dharmasthala Temple runs a school for Tenku tittu. Although there is abundant enthusiasm for 

the performances, there is not much appreciation of the need for continuous training of the 

artistes. The Yakshagana Kendra at Udupi is the only school which has maintained a continuity. 

Of the nearly hundred students in a decade who have passed through its portals fifty or sixty 

are working in the troupes. Some have become sangitagaras and some dancers. This shows that 

there is need for formal training, but arrangements remain inadequate. Maybe with more state 

support one could expect better training facilities for Yakshagana. 

 

Appendix: Studies at the Yakshagana Kendra 

 

The Yakshagana Kendra, Udupi, founded in 1971, has three gurus—for singing, for maddale and 

for dancing. A one-year course of Yakshagana dance, music and costume design has been 

drawn up for giving formal instruction. The troupes are happy that the young dancer at the end 

of a single year is fit to perform at the melas.' The students admitted are from the ages of ten 

to eighteen. The instruction is continuous for six hours a day. The pupils and gurus live under 

the same roof, as in the old gurukula system. In January 1982, the Kendra celebrated its tenth 

anniversary with a National Festival of Yakshagana attended by art connoisseurs from all over 

the country and abroad. The one-year course is as follows: 

 

July 

a. Shadja, panchama, tara, sa-pa-sa lessons in svarajnana 

b. A detailed study of the time measure of all tala, syllable time (akshara kala) of all tala and 

tarkara (dastu) 

c. Study of reciting all tatkara (dastu) with the help of regular hand beats and vocal practice 

d. Study of the tala(s) in their final stages 

e. Yakshagana dance, physical posture, movements of eyes, hands and legs 

f. Study of lavajnana in fast (tivra) and slow (vilamba), and movement in all tala 

With layajnana, the art of reciting tatkara in various raga. 

 

August 

a. Study of two songs in each tala 



 

b. Study of dance along with those songs 

c. Study of the change of movement in the midst of the tala(s) of a song. 

d. Study of eka kore from vilamba trivude 

e. From 1st kore 

f. From 8th kore 

g. From 8th to 1st, kore tala 

h. From 8th to fast first twarita eka) 

i. From rupaka fast ashta tala (8th tala) 

j. From jhamhe to fast jhampe 

k. In the same way the study of movement in dance 

1. Acquaintance with all these dance forms and the study of' pure and simple movements to 

the accompaniment of songs. 

 

September 

a. The study of' the prayer hymns Gaja-mukha-davage. . . 

b. Study of two songs each in step movement 

c. General study of the raga, dhati and shaili of the songs 

d. Details of step movement in slow-step talas (wilamba nade tala) 

e. Art of reciting to the accompaniment of tala and lava and the details of step movement 

tatkara 

f. Study of fast and slow movement in the steps of every tala 

g. Study of the pure forms of dance posture, body forms, standing hands, and movement of 

eyes. 

 

October 

a. Study of vistara and prastara of dances in all tala(s) of songs 

b. In prastara dance, study of measured movement in relation to the length of the song. 

c. Study of details, garments, facial makeup, and headgear at the end of the study of every tala 

 

November 

a. In sabhalakshana the study of the dance of kodangi and balagopala 

b. Memorizing the tatkara(s) and songs of' the balagopala dance 

c. Optional: learning singing and maddale 

d. Complete study of traditional balagopala dance. 

e. Study of pitike strivesha 

f. Study of the graceful movement of steps and body movement of strivesha 

g. Lessons on facial makeup and tying the kedage mundale. 



 

 

December 

a. Lessons on Pandava oddolaga 

b. Memorizing the songs of the oddolaga and tatkara(s) with tala 

c. Lessons on the details of the screen dance of an oddolaga, and stage entry 

d. Lessons on traditional oddolaga of rajavesha 

e. Lessons on taidata, tere oddolaga dance and face-showing digna. 

 

January 

a. Review of the old lessons, the study of the traditional oddolaga of Krishna 

b. Lessons on the oddolaga of rakshasa and rakshasi (demon and demoness) 

c. Understanding the meanings of the songs and playing the suitable role with different rasa 

and bhava 

d. Dance and expression in combination with the songs of various rasa(s) like sringara vira, 

hasya 

e. Details of facial expression and costume 

f. Study in self-costuming with kedage mundale, headgear and turban 

 

February 

a. Study of dance according to the tat tattei of vira rasa 

b. Study of Bhamini and Vardhika’s song of abbara in vira rasa 

c. Study of abbara dance and a few tala in vira rasa 

d. Details of the travel dance 

e. Rupaka, the study of the steps in war dance  

f. Fast war dance with thrishra steps 

g. Study of traditional hunter's oddolaga, the art of flying the kirita turban. 

 

March 

a. Training in two prasangas 

b. Study of the art of rhythmic conversation  

c.Acquaintance with the story part of a prasanga  

d. Understanding the overall meaning of a song 

e. Study of stage entry, exit, the movements on the stage  

f. A lesson on the free-style dance of a comedian 

g. Various facial makeup of a comedian 

h. Training for experimental performance with two prasangas 

i. Art of self-costuming for all roles and maintaining the time durations  



 

j. Art of explanation and conversation with respect to various bhava. 

 

April 

a. Training for experimental performance with two more prasangas 

b. Regular training in two prasangas 

c. Eight shows of two prasangas in full costume 

d. In addition, the study of literature and the study of the Puranas  

e. The study of gamaka, reciting the bhamini and vardhaka. 

 

 

 

 

The Changing Profile of Music in Yakshagana  

Purushothama Bilimale 

 

Purushothama Bilimale, a folklorist and a literary critic in Kannada, has also been an amateur 

Yakshagana performer. He is currently the Deputy Director of the Archives and Research Centre 

for Ethnomusicology of the American Institute of Indian Studies. 

 

Yakshagana is also known as Bayalata, Bhagavatarata and Dashavatarata. Some other forms of 

Yakshagana are Sannata, Mudalapaya and Doddata. 

The etymology and the meaning of the term Yakshagana have been a matter of much 

scholarly discussion. The word Yaksha refers to a class of semi-divine beings, the attendants of 

Kubera [the God of wealth] and the term gana signifies music. Govind Dikshit (1620 AD) and 

Saranga Deva (1210-1247 AD) termed it as a style of song and music. However the term 

Yakshagana today refers to the theatrical medium using music, dance and dialogue. Originally it 

may have been a style of music to which other aspects have been added in the course of time. 

Parti Subba, the greatest composer of Ramayana texts for Yakshagana (1700 AD), stated that 

‘the story will be narrated using thirty-two varieties of raga and tala’. From this it is clear that 

the performance was primarily musical in nature. 

Music is an integral part of Yakshagana and it was developed as a powerful theatrical 

medium capable of expressing the whole gamut of human emotions. It acts as the central force 

controlling the entire performance. All other facets of the performance are guided and shaped 

by it. Most of the ragas and their modes of development remain the same in all its regional 

variations. 

Music plays a pivotal role and carries the story in the performance. The singer is called the 

bhagavat. He sings the songs which are written especially for the presentation in Yakshagana 



 

style, and also exercises total artistic control over the performance. He is often referred to as 

the modalane vesha (first actor) on the stage. He is accompanied by another singer called 

sangitagara who also performs the preliminaries on the stage. No formal training is available for 

aspiring Yakshagana singers. The novitiate normally learnt the music by copying the songs sung 

by the senior bhagavats. As a result, the emphasis was on learning the tunes of the song rather 

than on learning the parameters of the ragas in which they were set. Because of this, though 

the singers knew the way the song was sung, they were not sure of the ascending or 

descending notes of particular ragas. That is why some scholars are of the opinion that in 

Yakshagana music, there are only tunes or at best tunes set within ragas, but not ragas as they 

are understood in classical music. 

Yakshagana in coastal Karnataka has two regional variations called Tenku tittu and Badagu 

tittu. The northern style is further divided into the northern and the far northern style. Some of 

the differences between the two styles can be seen in the accompanying instruments. In 

Badagu the singer or bhagavat uses a small pair of cymbals called tala whereas in Tenku tittu he 

uses a metallic gong called jagate or jagante. The tala or the jagante is played by the bhagavat 

himself to keep the rhythm whenever there is a dance. 

The maddale in Tenku tittu is a hollow cylindrical drum whereas the maddale in Badagu is 

smaller. The cenda, a hollow cylindrical drum struck on one side with sticks, is also larger and 

more high-pitched and powerful in Tenku tittu than in Badagu. In Badagu the cenda player sits 

to the extreme right of the singer whereas in Tenku tittu he stands to the left of the singer. In 

Tenku tittu, a pair of medium sized cymbals-cakratala-is used in scenes of brisk action such as 

battles. The harmonium is common to both styles and helps the bhagavata to maintain his 

pitch. 

 

Ragas 

 

The Yakshagana songs are written to be sung in certain ragas, each raga having its own scales. 

The term raga in Yakshagana refers to a melody that conforms to a set of notes grouped in a 

particular way. Currently we have more than 3000 prasangas in which more than 100 ragas are 

mentioned. The names of the ragas which appear in the prasanga texts are as follows: 

Adi Bhairavi  

Aheri 

Akhanda Maravi  

Anand Bhairavi  

Anandanilambari  

Arabhi 

Athana 



 

Begada  

Behag  

Bhairavi  

Bhairavi Sarang  

Bhoga 

Bhupali  

Bilahari  

Chandokti  

Charite  

Darbari  

Desi  

Dhyanashri 

Dhanyasi 

Dhavalara Todi 

Divali 

Durdhari 

Dwujavanti  

Erakala Kambodhi 

Faraju 

Gaula  

Ghantarwa 

Ghurjari 

Goula Todi  

Harari  

Hoovu  

Hussaini  

Jahaju  

Jinjuti 

Jungle  

Junglesavai  

Kafi 

Kalyani  

Kalyani Goula  

Kamhhodhi  

Kanada  

Kantarava  

Kedar Gaula  



 

Kedara  

Khamacu  

Koravi  

Kore 

Kumbha Kambhodhi  

Madhavi 

Madhumadhavi  

Madhyamavati  

Malabi 

Maravi  

Mechali  

Mechu  

Mechunadanamakriya  

Mohan 

Mukhari  

Muraju 

Nadanamakriya  

Nati 

Navaroz  

Nepali  

Nilambari  

Nilambari Gaula  

Pahari 

Panchagati  

Panturavali  

Punnaga  

Punnaga Todi  

Punnagavarali  

Punugujawaji  

Purvi 

Regupti  

Sahana  

Saranga  

Saranga Todi  

Saveri 

Sawai  

Shankarabharana  



 

Shringari  

Shudda Desi  

Sourashtra Srirag 

Suruti  

Thumri  

Tillani  

Todi  

Tujavanta  

Vasanta  

Vasanth Bhairavi  

Vasanthanilambari  

Vrindaraka  

Vrindavan 

Yaman Kalyani 

 

Some of these ragas are more akin to Hindustani ragas while others resemble Carnatic ones, as 

is evident from the names. The influence of Hindustani music is more noticeable in Badagu tittu 

though it has now entered Tenku tittu as well. Apart from their mention in the prasangas there 

is no real evidence that all of these ragas were actually performed. 

However, these ragas can be rendered in many ways. The singing depends greatly on the 

proficiency of the bhagavat. If he is well-versed in the raga scales he can sing in any melody that 

he wishes to, improvising within the framework of the raga. If the bhagavat does not know the 

raga he continues to sing the songs in a fixed melody as learnt from his teacher. Many 

bhagavats including some of the most famous do not know the names of the ragas they 

perform nor are they consciously aware of the underlying scales. 

From the ninety-six listed here, today only about thirty-two ragas are commonly used in 

actual performance, though more names exist in the prasangas even today. 

Though most bhagavats list about forty-one ragas the ones most commonly performed 

today are : 

Aheri 

Arabi 

Begara 

Bhairavi 

Devgandhari 

Dwijavanti 

Gantharwa 

Harikambodi 



 

Jungle 

Kalyani 

Kanada  

Kore  

Madhumadhavi  

Madhyamavati  

Mohan  

Mohanakalyani  

Mukhari  

Nadanamakriya  

Nati 

Navaroju  

Pahari  

Panchagati 

Panturavali  

Punnagatodi  

Regupti  

Saranga  

Saurastra  

Saveri 

Suruti  

Todi  

Vrindavani  

Yadukulakambodhi  

Yaman 

 

In Tulu prasangas the number of ragas listed and performed are fewer and hence the music in 

Tulu Yakshagana is rather monotonous. 

Apart from the reduction in the number of ragas performed, there are some other changes 

that can be noticed in the raga structure of Yakshagana music. 

Ideally, the nine hour performance of Yakshagana has an elaborate raga distribution. For 

instance, the performance starts at about 9.30 p.m. with the rendering of the Madhyamavati 

raga, switching over to ragas like Shringari, Madhavi and Bhoga with Mukhari and finally ending 

with Mohana, a morning raga, as the performance ends at dawn. The other ragas and talas are 

rendered in between. 

Earlier only one bhagavat performed during this whole period of nine hours. But now the 

senior bhagavat is accompanied by one or two junior performers. The juniors perform in the 



 

beginning of the performance while the senior bhagavat performs late into the night. The 

juniors do not get the chance to sing ragas like Mohana which are performed late at night, 

while the senior bhagavat does not get the opportunity to sing the ragas usually sung in the 

beginning of the performance. This situation has led to a considerable restructuring of the 

musical performance and has led to a greater flexibility to allow certain ragas to be performed 

at varying times. For example, the raga Mohana is very popular. As it is to be performed at 

dawn the junior performers do not get a chance to sing it in the traditional system. They now 

sing it whenever they complete their part of the performance, which may be around midnight. 

Thus, Mohana gets sung twice during a performance. 

The situation is even more complicated the Tulu Yakshagana where three bhagavats share 

the singing for one performance, starting with the junior-most bhagavat performing first. In this 

system, each bhagavat wants to sing the more popular ragas whether they fit into the time 

cycle or not. 

Thus today there is a major change in the musical base of the tradition, not only in the 

number of ragas but also in their contexts within the performance. 

Another development in recent days is the influence of classical music. A few of the modern 

bhagavats are trained in classical music too. Damodara Mandecca and Dinesh Ammannaya, the 

celebrated bhagavats of Tenku tittu, brought Carnatic classical music into Yakshagana. Similarly, 

Hindustani classical music has influenced many bhagavats of Badaga tittu. 

 

Rhythm in Yakshagana 

 

Rhythmic patterns called talas are a very important aspect of music in Yakshagana, providing 

rhythms for the dancer and integrating the dance and the music. 

There are a total of six talas in Yakshagana. They are: 

Eka tala with four beats 

Jhampe tala with five beats 

Rupaka tala with six beats 

Trivude tala with seven beats 

Aadi tala with eight beats  

Asta tala with fourteen beats. 

In addition to these there is a beat called Koore or Tit-ti-tai, which has seven beats. 

The above-mentioned talas may be played in three kalas (tempi): ondane kala, eradane kala 

and moorane kala which translate as first, second and third kala respectively. In practice the 

first is slow, the second is medium and the third is fast. The choice of the kala depends on the 

emotional content of the song and the time frame of the performance. Emotions like pathos 

and shringar are in slow tempo; that of hunting, the meeting of two rivals are in the medium 



 

tempo; whereas all the battle scenes are in the fast tempo. Usually the talas in the first part of 

the performance (9:30 pm-1:00 pm) are in the slow tempo, the second part of the performance 

(1:00 am-4:00 am ) are in the medium tempo while the third (4:00 am-6:30 am) are in the fast 

tempo. All the elderly characters (eg. Indra, Dasharatha, Ravana) enter the stage in the ondane 

kala whereas all the young characters (eg. Abhimanyu, Babruvahana) enter the stage in the 

moorane kala. 

In singing, there is a break after the first line of each song, called bidtige. This is to allow the 

dancer to extend the performance in which the bhagavat articulates the tala which is played by 

the maddale and cenda. After the second line, there is no scope to extend the tala interludes. 

The end of the performance is also marked by a similar rhythmic interlude called muktaya. 

Different talas have different bidtige and different muktaya beats. 

There has been a trend in the elaboration of the bidtige in Badagu tittu which has in turn 

influenced the performance of Tenku tittu. This adds to the popularity of the performance as it 

extends the duration of the dance. 

There is not much change found in the tala system. The same patterns are followed even 

today. Some creative artists like Shambhu Heggade, Sivarama Heggade, Chittani Ramachandra 

Heggade, Govinda Bhat and Shridhara Bhandari have made some changes in steps and styles 

without changing the basic tala structure. 

Traditionally one song would be sung in a single raga with the same tala. In recent times, 

with more consciousness about choreography, some of the young bhagavats sing the same 

song in more than one tala while retaining a single raga. This is normally associated with the 

shift in the tempo as well, providing the dancers with an opportunity to exhibit greater 

versatility within a small segment of the performance. It enlivens the performance and adds to 

its appeal. This is gaining popularity especially, in Tulu Yakshagana. 

 

Music and the Media 

 

One of the biggest agents of change in the performance of Yakshagana has been the 

introduction of microphones, loudspeakers and amplifiers. 

A few hours before the performance, the instrumentalists used to play on the tala, maddale 

and cenda. In the open air, this musical prelude acted as an announcement. This is no longer 

necessary because of the introduction of the loudspeakers, posters and other modern 

announcement techniques. 

One of the unique features of Yakshagana music is its high pitch. Compared to other schools 

of music the sruti is always on a higher scale. The singer normally uses the middle and higher 

octaves and rarely the lower one. The reason is obvious: the singer had to be audible to large 

audiences in the open without the aid of modern amplifiers. This factor accounted for the high 



 

pitch of the bhagavat's voice till around the 1960s. The introduction of the microphone has 

brought about some significant and perhaps permanent changes in the singing style. Now the 

bhagavat has the freedom of using the entire range of his voice without the danger of 

becoming inaudible to large audiences. Amplifiers are invariably used in all performances. 

Kalinga Navada was the first bhagavat who used the microphone effectively and lowered the 

traditional high-pitched singing. This is probably the most significant change in the singing style 

of Yakshagana. His singing expressed varying and contrasting moods and emotions: love, hate, 

anger, bravery, fear, surprise, devotion, horror.  

 

Many young bhagavats like Padyana Ganapathi Bhat, Puttige Raghurama Holla, Purushothama 

Poonja, Dinesh Ammannaya and Subhramanya Dhareshwara, have been experimenting with 

this new range. 

The impact of microphones can also be seen in other aspects of performance. The switch 

from high to low pitch in the singing is less vocally stressful for the bhagavats and changes the 

breathing cycle. Thus there is more flexibility which has led to the elongation of syllables and 

repetition of lines and verses. There are no fixed rules regarding the number of times lines can 

be repeated. This allows the music to create spaces for elaboration in dance and performance 

by introducing more gestures, expressions and dance. 

Contemporary Yakshagana has the high-pitched singing as practiced by the older bhagavats 

irrespective of the use of the microphone, as well as the low-pitched style of the comparatively 

younger bhagavats who can modulate their voices according to the possibility of the 

microphone and the texts. 

This extended rendering of entire songs rather than of fragments, elaboration of dance 

gestures and sometimes even of dialogues, has brought down the total number of songs in 

each performance from about ninety to approximately fifty since the 1970s. 

Thus the music of Yakshagana has changed not only qualitatively, but the number and variety of 

songs and thus ragas have also been drastically reduced. 

 The increasing importance of the dancer-actor is also reflected in another recent trend 

where the actor sings some of his own lines instead of the bhagavat who traditionally sang all 

the actor's lines. 

Therefore the music of Yakshagana has changed considerably over the years, becoming 

more elaborate and rather slow. Audience perceptions now seem to regard the dancing and 

acting as more entertaining and attractive than music. Regional styles also have had their role 

to play in this changing scenario. It is remarkable that Yakshagana retains its place in the 

everyday life of the people of coastal Karnataka despite the inroads made by technological 

developments and globalization. 
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From the Archives: 

Arnold Bake’s recordings of Yakshanagana 

 

 

The earliest recordings of Yakshagana were made by Arnold Bake, a Dutch ethnomusicologist 

who recorded music from all over South Asia in the 1930s (refer map). The Arnold Bake 

collection was deposited at the Archives and Research Centre for Ethnomusicology by Nazir 

Jairazbhoy. Video recordings were also made available through Prof. Richard Widdess of the 

School of Oriental and African Studies, London. 

The collection at ARCE is the only one available in India, and has been used by visiting scholars 

who have augmented the bare recording information that came with the collection. Professor 

Jairazbhoy and Dr Amy Catlin continue to work on Bake's materials under the Bake Restudy 

Project. The recordings and notes from this project are also available at ARCE. 

 

Audio recordings of Yakshagana recorded by Arnold Bake 

 

1. Yakshagana. The Slaying of Kicaka. Recorded on 4 May, 1938 at Puttur 

Total recorded hours: 30 minutes and 49 seconds 

ARCE Tape Nos. No: 30:50:84 R 103 and 30:51:84 R 104 

Archive Notes: 

The recording is identified by Purushothama Bilimale as being from the Yakshagana play Kicoka 

Vadha. This is part of the Viratparva from the Mahabharata. 

The play remains popular and is performed even today. Puttur is a town in the Dakshin Kannada 

district in Karnataka. 



 

A copy of this recording was given to Martha Ashton Sikora when she was on a field trip in 

1990. She wrote in a letter addressed to Dr Shubha Chaudhuri on 13 July 1990. 

The music is of southern style Yakshagana (Tenku tittu). The singer has been identified as 

Bangaru Bhat, an amateur Yakshagana bhagavat of a place called Tokuru, new Pakshikeri, near 

Puttur. In Tokuru there is a Subramanya temple. The priest there knows the history of Bangaru 

Bhat. This information was given to me by N. Madhava Shetty, a Tenku tittu artiste, aged about 

65 on April 19, 1990. 

 

2. Yakshagana. Recorded on 5 May, 1938 at Brahmavar near Udupi. 

Archive notes: 

This recording has been identified as being of the Badagu tittu style of Yakshagana. This 

recording has two songs from the play Sudhanva Moksha followed by a song from the play 

Karnarjuna. This is followed by a maddale solo. 

ARCE Tape No: 30:53:84 R-106 

 



 

 
Ravana, Photo courtesv: Purushothama Bilimale 

 

Video Recording 

1. Yakshagana. The Slaying of Kicaka. Recorded at Puttur 4th May 1938. 2 metre film. 

Archive notes: 

This is a performance of the Tenku tittu style of Yakshagana. 

This is not the same performance of The Slaying of Kicaka as in the audio recording listed here. 

According to Purushothama Bilimale, though the episode has been listed as The Slaying of 

Kicoka, it does not resemble the episode as it is performed today and is most probably from 

Airavan–Mairavan Kalaga. The characters of Ravana and two demons who are probably Airavan 

and Mairavan can be identified. The dance is set to the Maaravi eka tala. 

Total recorded duration: 2 minutes and 22 seconds. 

 

 



 

 

A Foreign Friend  

K. Shivarama Karanth 

 

In the 1930s, I was often at Puttur while travelling from Mangalore. At this time, a Dutch 

scholar Dr Arnold Bake visited India. He had come to meet Rabindranath Tagore and stayed at 

Santiniketan for a long time. In the 1920s I had dreamed of visiting Santiniketan. I corresponded 

with Dr C. F. Andrews who told me about me Arnold Bake. I also read in the Modern Review 

about Bake and his association with Tagore. 

In Santiniketan, Bake studied Sanskrit and researched folk music. Santiniketan was the 

central and starting point for his fieldwork. From there he travelled all over Bengal and later to 

different parts of India. In those days, we used to study folksongs only from the literary 

perspective. But Bake for the first time enlightened us by giving equal importance to music as 

towards literature. 

 

 
Dr K. Shivarama Karanth Photo courtesy: Purushothama Bilimale 

 

While I was at Puttur, I received a letter from one Mr Manjeri Ishwaran informing me that 

Arnold Bake was going to visit this area and asked me to help him. One day Bake and his wife 

arrived at Mangalore in a motor van. He brought a letter with him for the District Collector. I 

went to Mangalore to receive him and accompanied him to Puttur. I arranged for his stay at the 

Travellers Bungalow and invited him to have his meals at my home. 



 

On his arrival Bake explained to me that the main purpose of his tour was to collect folk 

songs. I was quite impressed by the recording machine that he had which was manufactured in 

Holland.* 

I selected four to six important places in the district and invited folk singers to those places, 

to reduce Bake’s travelling time. Many school teachers who knew Tulu and Kannada helped me 

in identifying the good singers of the time and brought them to these places. 

I helped Bake collect many songs in Puttur and Sullia. We later went to Manjeshwar to meet 

Govinda Pai. Pai invited a number of jogis and Bake was able to record many of their songs. 

From Manjeshwar, we went on to Mangalore and Brahmavar. At Brahmavar, I invited 

Sheshagiri Kim Bhagavat but he did not turn up. Left with no other option, I had to invite some 

other Bhagavat whose songs Bake recorded. During this tour, Bake recorded more than 50 

songs. I translated many of the Kannada and Tulu songs into English for him. The songs that he 

collected were varied-Bhutaradhana songs, festival songs, work songs, agricultural songs, 

boatmen’s songs and so on. 

My association with Bake opened the fascinating world of folk music for me and gave me 

new insights into music and literature. 

 
From Dr Shivarama Karanth’s Smriti Pataladinda, Bangalore: Rojalakshmi l Prakashan, 1972 

 

* This was the Teficord which made scratch recordings on a loop of film. This overcame the duration problem of 

the cylinder recorders of the era, which allowed only very short recordings. 

 

 

 

From a prasanga text: Pancavati 

Shubha Chaudhuri, Purushothama Bilimale 

 

Prasangas are Yakshagana scripts written for performance like play scripts, indicating not only 

the lines that are spoken or sung but the ragas and talas. 

Today, more than 2000 printed prasanga texts are available. There are probably 500 more 

that exist as manuscripts. The numbers increase each year as more prasanga writers are born. 

Prasangas were traditionally written in Kannada and more recently in Tulu. According to Dr 

Shivarama Karanth, Virata Parva was the first prasanga text, written bv Varamhally Vishnu in 

1564. Karanth claims that Vishnu also wrote two other Prasangas—Banasura Kalaga and Indra 

Kilaka. 

There were numerous writers of prasangas over the following centuries. Nagire 

Subrahmanya, Pandeshwara Venkata and Hattangadi Rama Bhatta were among the other 

eminent prasanga writers in the history of Yakshagana. 



 

The 20th century has also produced many important prasanga texts. Halasinahally 

Narasimha, Shasty Sitanadi Ganapayya Shetty, Kadandale Rama, Kirikkadu Master Vishnu Bhat 

and K. M. Raghava Nambiar are some of the more prominent writers of this century. Ananta 

Ram Bangady wrote more than 40 prasangas in Tulu which have brought about a dramatic 

change in Yakshagana. Professor Amrith Someshwar’s prasangas have gained acceptance with 

modern audiences as his prasangas deal with the problems of contemporary society within the 

framework of Yakshagana. His writings have created a new trend. 

The following text is an extract from the prasanga Pancavati—Vali Sugrivara Kalaga written 

by Parti Subba in 1600. Parti Subba is considered the greatest writer of prasanga texts. He 

wrote eight prasangas based on various episodes of the Ramayana—Putra Kameshti, Sita 

Kalyana, Sri Rama Pattabhisheka, Pancavati—Vali Sugrivara Kalaga, Ungura Sandhi, Setu 

Bandhana, Angada Sandhana, Kumbhakarna Kalaqa and Kusha Lavara Kalaga. 

 
[The extract from Pancavati appears both in English and as a phonetic transcript of the Kannada 

original. In the latter T, D, N, L are the retroflexed consonants; ‘c’ is pronounced ‘ch’; ‘ii’, ‘uu’, ‘ee’ 

indicate vowel length.-Ed.] 

 

 

Raga Sourashtra, Tala Trirude 

Bhagavat: Rama Lakshmana and Sita  

Finding a clear stream of water  

Built a hut of leaves and twigs 

In the Pancavati forest  

Making it their home.  

Lakshmana brings food and fruits from the  

forest 

And thus they pass their days in peace  

Until one day some sanyasis living in the  

forest  

Came to seek help from Rama, touched  

his feet and begged him 

To protect them from the rakshasas who  

were harassing them and obstructing their  

yajnas. 

Raga Faraju, Ashta Tala  

Sanyasis: Oh, Rama  

Please listen to us. 

One rakshasa came and destroyed our  



 

yajna-shala. 

Another threw stones at us 

See the blood pouring from our noses and  

ten wounds 

Two giant rakshasas polluted and  

contaminated our yajna kundas 

By throwing leftover food into them  

They have taken away the tiger skin  

Which we used to sit on 

Another rakshasa with three heads took  

away our clothes and prayer beads! 

Raga Vardhika 

Bhagavat: After listening to them with attention and  

respect, 

Raghu-Nandana smiled and promised the  

rishis that 

He would kill all the rakshasas within a  

few days, 

He sent them back with assurance and a  

confident smile 

Janaki, wife of Rama, was afraid thinking  

of the requests made by the rishis and  

their wives, 

With sorrow and fear she vent to Rama  

folded her hands and said to him: 

Raga Yarakala Kambhoodhi, Eka Tala 

Sita: Oh, Vanajalocana,  

They say it is a deep and thick forest 

They say it is inhabited by many rakshasas  

They also say that the lives of many  

women were sacrificed here in agony   

Oh Raghava 

It is very difficult to live in this forest.  

They say there is another rakshasa who  

wanders during the night 

They say he has ten heads  

They say he has twenty hands,  



 

He is crazed with lust for women  

Oh Raghava 

It is very difficult to live in this forest 

Raga Vardhika 

Bhagavat: Rama heard the stories about the  

rakshasa 

But convinced Sita to abandon her fears  

and filled her with courage 

He then took up his weapons, shining  

brightly to fight the Rakshasas. 

As the rakshasas were surprised by the  

power of' Rama. 

There came Shoorpanakhi the destroyer  

of generations 

Screaming in her demonic voice and  

shouting. 

Raga Kalyani Ashta Tala 

Shoorpanakhi: Who is this human creature?  

Who is he to stay in the forest,  

The smell of' his body tempts my appetite again and again 

Come oh brave wanderers of the night,  

Let us feast on this newcomer. 

 

Bhagavat: Thus shouting she approaches Rama,  

However, surprised by his courage  

She thinks 

When nobody dares to come near me  

This human is perhaps very brave, or  

maybe he doesn't know my strength. 

I will break his body into pieces.  

I will fry him and eat him,  

Until I burp. 

Raga Mattebha Vikridita 

Bhagavat: Thus, shouted the frightening rakshasi  

Shoorpanakhi 

The Earth and mountains trembled with  

her shouts. 



 

On hearing her screams, Raghuvira  

picked up his bow and arrow 

Sita full of fear  

Said to Rama 

Raga Ghantarara, Trivude Tala  

Sita: Oh, Raghava  

The rakshasi is coming  

Do not leave me alone 

I do not know where Lakshmana has  

gone. 

I do not know whether he has seen the  

rakshasi 

We should not have come here, without  

listening to the rishi munis 

She is the symbol of death and will eat us. 

Raga Todi, Eka Tala 

Rama: Oh Sita,  

daughter of' Mithilendra  

Do not he afraid. 

I will kill the rakshasi  

Close your eyes 

Because if you see her you will be full of  

fear 

I will destroy this arrogant woman! 

 

Raga Dwipadi 

Bhagavat: Thus, Rama consoles her 

By this time, Shoorpanakhi sees Rama  

from a distance. 

Surprised at his beauty 

She says to herself `I will take this man to  

my house and 

Make him my husband' 

Thinking of this Shoorhanakhi disguised  

her giant form, 

Using her magical powers she took the 

form of a sixteen year old girl. 



 

Walking with the a grace of an elephant  

She comes near Rama with love. 

Bowing with folded hands she tells him  

of her love for him. 

Raga Gowla, Adi Tala  

Shoorpanakhi: Oh Raghava  

Listen to my words. 

I heard that you are the embodiment of  

virtue 

And so I have come to you  

I am a woman of' high birth  

You are the king of the earth,  

I am Rati 

You are Manmatha  

I am the lotus  

You are the sun  

Leave behind your ambiguous thoughts!  

Give me a tambula 

And talk to me.  

Wherever I have gone 

I have not found a man who is my equal  

Speak to me, oh Raghava. 

 

Raga Kambhoodhi, Eka Tala 

Rama: Oh Madanana pattada rani, you have come  

too late 

I have already married.  

A young woman. 

One knife does not need two sheaths 

My younger brother is a hundred times  

more handsome than me 

Go to him as you are 

And show him how clever you are. 

Raga Bhairavi, Rupak Tala 

Bhagavat: Encouraged by Rama's words, and  

glowing with the praise of her beauty  

Shoorpanakhi hurries towards Lakshmana  



 

with anxiety 

She looks into the mirror and smiles,  

admitting her own beauty, 

Tells herself that there is none equal to  

her 

She ruffles her curls with her fingers,  

Adorns herself with scented flowers and  

rubs the tilak on her forehead with the  

end of her sari. 

Raga Mishra Todi, Ashta Tala  

Shoorpanakhi: Oh, Kamasannibha  

Please listen to me.  

Rama sent me to you 

I have come here today to love you.  

Do not be angry with me, 

I cannot wait any longer.  

Please talk to me with love,  

Touch my breasts and kiss me  

And look at me with compassion. 

Raga Mishra Bilahari, Ashta Tala 

Lakshmana: Oh Mandagamane, do not say such things  

to me 

I am a brahmachari. 

Please go back to where you came from.  

If you bring me a token from my brother  

I can believe you and will love you. 

You are talking nonsense,  

But I admit you are beautiful.  

Tell me, who is your husband and where 

you come from. 

Oh Pundarikalochane go back to Rama. 

Bhagavat: Listening to Lakshmana's words  

Shoorpanakhi is shaken and angered at  

being rejected 

And returns to Rarna.  

`Rama—everything went well.  

Your brother is cleverer than you.'  



 

Sita laughs while Shoorpanakhi is saying  

these words. 

Raga Alishra Shankarabharana, Ashta Tala  

Shoorpanakhi: You are loyal to your wife  

And your brother is a brahmachari. 

He has asked me to bring him a token  

from you. 

You have made me cheap and one who  

will be laughed at. 

Bhagavat: Rama calls Shoorpanakhi to him and on  

her back 

With the tip of his arrow writes to  

Lakshmana to cut off her nose. 

He asks her to show her back to  

Lakshmana who would then love her.  

Hearing the words of Rama  

Shoorpanakhi goes to Lakshmana and,  

touching his feet, shows the marks on her  

back to him. 

Raga Sourashtra, Trivude Tala 

Bhagavat: Seeing his brother's writing  

Lakshmana laughs to himself  

And calls Shoorpanakhi nearer.  

Takes out his sword and cuts off her  

breasts. 

He then cuts off her nose.  

Blood flowed and flesh fell,  

Shoorpanakhi cried out in anger and pain.  

The seas dried up with the intensity  

of her cries. 

Seeing her breasts she rolls on the ground  

in agony 

Seeing her Janaki is frightened. 

Raga Maravi, Ashta Tala 

Shoorpanakhi: Rama, what you have done is good. 

I will tell my brothers to harass your wife  

Wherever you may be they will kidnap  



 

her. 

Even if you hide her in the fourteen lokas,  

My brothers will find her. 

Raga Vardhika 

Bhagavat: She tells Rama in various ways that she  

will not leave him alone 

She puts some ointment on her wounds  

and goes to her brothers—Kara and  

Dushana. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yakshagana: Medium, Idiom, Media 

J. Suchetra 

 



 

 
Posters in Tokyo 

 

Yakshagana, the cultural icon of coastal Karnataka, is very much a part of life there. The legacy 

of about six centuries is kept alive and growing. It is neither a museum piece nor a curiosity. 

With more than thirty professional troops and thousands of amateur groups the interest, effect 

and impact are tremendous. 

Though not yet well represented outside Karnataka, Yakshagana gets a good media coverage 

in its homeland. The local dailies and magazines regularly carry feature articles, profiles, 

research writings and news on Yakshagana. Art supplements of local papers reserve at least a 

page for Yakshagana every week. Regular advertisements appear every day. Offseason 

advertisements highlight new productions with ‘special attractions’. A number of competitions 

for amateurs, children and ladies’ troupes are organized. Artistes are eager to participate in 

saptahas (week long performance series) and kalothsavas (art festivals of Yakshagana). Troupes 



 

are very busy during the monsoon season, performing in areas like Bangalore and many areas 

of Karnataka as well as places like Delhi, Mumbai and Chennai. 

Radio Yakshagana was a programme that started with the performance being broadcast 

through AIR Mysore, Hyderabad and Madras in the 1950s. Now AIR Mangalore broadcasts one  

 

 
Joe Kumayai of Japan with a Yakshagana performer 

 

 

hour of Yakshagana Talamaddale almost every week. There is Yakshagana singing in the 

Krishiranga every Sunday plus short performances in youth forums and children’s programmes. 

During the last two decades a number of Yakshagana performances have been telecast over 

Doordarshan, but most of them have been mediocre, as the television producers do not seem 

to have understood the needs of recording and broadcasting forms like Yakshagana. 

The first gramophone LP record of Yakshagana was released in the 1950s. The age of the 

audio cassette Yakshagana began in the late sixties, and now the total audio cassettes produced 

must have crossed the thousand mark. These recordings can he commonly heard in any city 

bus, at festivals or marriage ceremonies. 



 

Yakshagana on video cassettes is yet to gain ground. There are only four commercial video 

cassettes. However, video documentation is an ongoing activity with many institutions 

including the Regional Resource Centre for Folk Performing Arts at Udupi, the Karnataka 

Folklore Academy and other private organizations. 

The printed medium is also an important one where the influence of Yakshagana can be 

observed. Every year at least a hundred new prasangas are written to satisfy the demand for 

new stories. The text of Yakshagana, when performed, creates as many texts as performances. 

The process does not stop there. It is carried further by the audience, the people. They discuss 

it at home, in hotels, bus stands, shops, offices, playgrounds and so on. It is a common sight in 

coastal and Malnad areas to see people hotly debating Yakshagana performances and 

performers. Leaflets, handbills, brochures, stickers and banners are found all over the region. 

Yakshagana has also increasingly been identified with Karnataka and Kannada culture. This 

can be seen by the fact that a beedi factory, a match box manufacturer and a pharmaceutical 

company have used a motif from Yakshagana as their logo. 

Yakshagana is a symbol often used by conferences and organizations. For example, the 

Mangalore University, the Mangalore Stock Exchange and Dakshina Kannada Philatelic Society 

all have Yakshagana in their logo designs. Mementos presented in meetings, conferences and 

seminars often have some design of Yakshagana. Business houses have used Yakshagana in 

their calendars. Book covers, grille designs, rangoli and stage decorations show inspiration of 

Yakshagana costume and makeup patterns, as do some advertisements, hoardings and interior 

decorations. 

The expressions connected with Yakshagana themes, techniques, theatre craft, the green 

room and the life behind the scenes have made their way into novels, short stories, poems and 

essays. The impact of Yakshagana  has also lent colour to common speech bannada vesha 

(colourful demon), eradane vesha (dignified person), dhingina (entry), mudadinda (from the 

beginning, unwanted repetition), dharmaraya (sober, truthful, innocent, bit stupid), belagina 

javada vesha (forceful), tonga to (exit) and so on have become a part of ordinary speech, as 

have phrases, jokes and idioms. Many proverbs based on Yakshagana are thought of as being 

very philosophical and witty. The language in coastal Karnataka is full of the influence of 

Yakshagana.  



 

 
Tsuru, Tokyo, August 1994 

 

‘I know your Yakshagana-type argument’ is a common retort. ‘Don't try to become a Sheni or 

Samaga’ (two great masters of oratory of the Yakshagana stage) is a common phrase. 

Thus Yakshagana pervades all strata of society. The Yakshagana open-air or theatre-tent 

performances and the small markets around the ground bring together persons from all walks 

and strats of life and society. It attracts, cements, and shapes peoples’ ideas and tastes. 

Mngalore is a busy city now. If you can’t find a place to stay, walk up to Nehru Maidan, buy a 

ticket, and watch Yakshagana all night. 

That is what people do there. 


