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Shifting Connotations of Krishna Jatra: A Semiological Reading of selected
Bangla Jatrapalas

Sujata Mukhopadhyay

Abstract
Sri Krishna has been the sub theme of Bengali Folk theatre and a latent
motif in bangla palagaans used in Jatrapalas. Popularly known as
Krishna Jatra, these plays had a cohesive effect on the erstwhile masses,
as it made its audiences laugh and cry in unison. Bangla Jatrapalas like
Kurukshetre Krishna, Krishna Sudama, Radha Krishna, Radhar
Manbhanjan are some of the Jatrapalas analysed in this research paper to
give a more focused approach to the palagaans used in them. It is evident
that most of the narratives of the palagaans have borrowed greatly from
the Grand Narratives. However,a semiological study of the plays show
Krishna in many avataars, especially in the Bangla palagaans used in the
plays. He is shown to be a warrior, a diplomat, a lover and at times the
iconoclast of same sex love. A semiological analysis of the themes of the
Jatrapalas has been done which hinges mainly on the Palagaans. The
Narrative of the different Palagaans have been deconstructed using the
semiological method of connotation and denotation and the act of
signification. The mediated texts of the Jatrapalas have been done to
expose the interplay of meanings in different levels, the use of polysemy
in palagaans and the metaphorical depth of the dialogues used in the
Jatrapalas. The research design is a semiotic analysis of the texts of the
Jatrapala Kurukshetre Krishna, Radhar Manbhanjan and Krishna
Sudama. The sensuality associated with Krishna and Radha, the
validation of extramarital love and polygamy has been focused on in

Krishna Leela Jatrapala. Lastly, the approach to deifying Sri Krishna as
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the flagbearer of Hindutva as seen in the representation of his character in

the epic serial Mahabharat by BR Chopra has been analyzed.

Keywords: Krishna Jatra, polysemy, Kurukshetre Krishna, palagaan,

Hindutva

Introduction

According to Merriam and Webster, a drama is defined as, “A composition in
verse or prose intended to portray life or character or to tell a story through
action and dialogue and designed for theatrical performance’ (Merriam et al
1969: 252). Though most provinces in India have their typical local flavour
portrayed in their plays, yet a deep analysis of most of them reveals that they all
have references to the Indian Grand Narratives i.e the Ramayan and the
Mahabharat and its focus of the triumph of Right over Wrong, of Good over
Evil. The Krishna Cult is one of the many local leanings seen in the folk theatre
of Bengal during the early 19" century, borrowing heavily from the quote in the
Mahabharat “ Narayanam Namaskritya” meaning 1 bow to the spirit of Lord
Krishna. In her research work Shilpi Maitra mentions that Krishna Leela as a
form of religious subject has not only been significant form of study in
Bhagavat Puranas but also in different forms of folk theatres (Varadapande
1982: 23). The colourful lores, legends and myths of Krishna have been
manifested in several Buddhist, Jain and Brahmanical texts. Krishna becomes
the perfect incarnation of honesty, love, beauty, virtue and justice in many folk
narrations all over India. Being influenced from quite a few mythologies, the
Krishna cult has diverse impact on Raas Leela, Krishna Leela as well as to the
Jatrapala tradition of West Bengal. It is significant to note that Krishna’s life

and philosophy have been elaborated not only in Mahabharata but also in
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Puranas, specifically in Vishnu, Harivamsha, Bhagavata and Brahmavaivada

while later became a part of Krishna cult

Narasi Mehta, in his seminal work on the reference of Krishna in Bengali Folk
theatre says that Mahaprabhu of West Bengal was known to be much influenced
by the thoughts and philosophies of Krishna. The Krishna cult had immense
impact on his life that spread the message of love and virtue. The eternal
relationship of love between Radha and Krishna became a commonly explored
theme in Indian Arts and Paintings which included different schools including

Rajasthani, Gujarati, Basauli, Kangra, Mughal etc.

An eminent aspect of these specificities of Jatrapala had been Krishna Jatra
which began during the medieval ages where this form of folk drama was
known as ‘Nata Gita’ which meant dance accompanied by music. Those themes
were basically based on Mahabharata and Ramayana. Interesting enough, less
dramatic elements were used including dialogues. It was through music and
dance that the subject was contextualised. The doctrines of Krishna faith and
Krishna consciousness that were preached by Chaitanya influenced the life style
and thought process of the entire Bengali community. Previously as a folk
drama, it mainly concentrated on the love events of Radha and Krishna.
Chaitanya himself being the custodian of this Bhakti Movement played the role
of Rukmini (the devoted wife of Sri Krishna) which later became the primary
embodiment of Jatra. This became the first instance of the performance of a folk
drama in Bengal where the associates of Sri Chaitanya also played different

roles.

This specific form of Jatra was known as Krishna Jatra as it was enveloped with

the life events of this great deity. With the evolution of different forms of
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Jatrapalas, this Krishna Jatra as a traditional art maintained its beauty and
authenticity (Bhattacharya 1978: 30). However with the onset of the Eighteenth
century, the socio-political and religious Bengal suffered a huge change. With
this change, the diversion from Vaishnav cult was taking place. Culturally it had
varied impacts on the mindsets of the people. The thematic preoccupation
regarding the easy form of Krishna Jatra changed from the amorous relationship
of Krishna and Radha to secular and unorthodox topics. Rural drama or folk
drama was mainly based on the episodes of the daily episodes of the daily life
of the people. Interesting enough for the common folk, the common themes
related to their lives fascinated them other than the Puranic episodes and other
historical heroes. Although certain themes were always told from a religious
perspective and included stories from Mangal Kavyas which preached different
cults of Gods and Goddesses. Such forms of Jatrapalas were noted for its
maintenance of standard tradition of the culture specific attributes of the
Bengali community. The new form of drama that emerged during the 19th C in
Bengal was known as ‘Nala-Dmayanti Jatra> which was based on certain
incidents and episodes of Mahabharata and was absolutely attached from the

theme of Krishna Jatra.

1.1 Objectives

The objectives of working on this research were to find out the following:-
1. The shift in connotation in the representation of Krishna in Bangla
Jatrapala over time
2. The interpretation of polysemy used in Krishna Palagaans
3. The blurring of boundaries in the constructing the identity of Krishna in

Jatrapala versus TV serial- Sri Krishna.
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1.2 Research Design

A semiological Analysis of the texts ofpopular Bangla Jatrapalahas been done
for the purpose of this research- Kurukshetre Krishna, Krishna Sudama and Sri
Radhar Manbhanjan has been referred. The electronic version of all the
Jatrapalas have been downloaded from YouTube and certain fixed parameters
used in semiological analysis was used. This research is closely connected to
iconographic analysis. The signs, symbols and dialogues used in all the
Jatrapalas have been scrutinized. A semiotic analysis of the cultural parameters
and their interpretation vis a vis the traditional one have been presented to show
the transcendence in the construction of meanings attached to the representation
of Sri Krishna in the Bangla Jatrapala. This semiotic approach has been
grounded in the works of Roland Barthes, Christian Metz, Umberto Eco and
others. Identification analysis, another tool of semiology has been applied to
understand the metaphorical Rhetoric used in the Palagaan, that is associated

with almost all the 3 Jatrapala referred above.

This gives a sense of understanding to the audience especially pertaining to the
polysemy used in these palagaan. The term polysemy refers to the "interpretive
scope of media texts, the argument being that several interpretations coexist as
potentials in any one text" (Jensen 1995, p. 75).The divinity with which Sri
Krishna has been represented in popular media is subjective and open to
interpretations. Infact, with the passage of time, the Bangla palagaans used in
Krishna Jatra have become more susceptible to feed the desires of mass culture.
Over a period of a quarter of a century, the entire stage, montage, props and

spectatorship of the Krishna Jatra has undergone a sea change.
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There are several parameters used to analyze the semiological content in all
these 3 Jatrapalas- a) the use of index b) the use of connotations in the Krishna
Palagaan c) the shifting connotations in the representation of Krishna in these 3
Jatrapalas. An index is a sign that shows evidence of the concept or object
being represented. An index doesn't resemble the object or concept being
represented. Instead it resembles something that implies the object or concept. A
comparative analysis has been used as a research tool between Krishna
Jatrapala and its TV counterpart in the late 2000s to analyse the changing
parameters in the understanding and interpretation of the iconicisation of Sri

Krishna as a permanent fixture in Indian religiosities.

The downloaded Jatrapalas mentioned above have been analysed into the
following codes-
a) The timing of appearance of Sri Krishna
b) The use of metaphors in dialogues.
c) The attire and cultural meaning generated by Sri Krishna in all 3
Jatrapalas

d) The use of lyrics in Palagaans used in Krishna Jatra as polysemy.

Bengali lyrics used in this research paper( forPalagaans used in the Krishna
Jatra) has been given along with its English translation, for the readers to
understand the use of polysemy and metaphors.A comparative analysis has been

done on the Television representation of the serial Sri Krishna.

1.3Use of Polysemy in Krishna Palagaan

Noted writer John Fiske came up with the word ‘polysemy’- the multiplicity of

meanings which the media text evokes. Fiske also said that all media texts
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should have one dominant convention shared by the audiences or readers of that
text. Polysemy has been used in abundance in most of the palagaans of Bengal,
especially pertaining to Sri Krishna’s different overtures in Bangla Jatrapala.
Baishnav Padabali, Krishna Bhajan, and prehistoric texts represent couplets
which have ample use of polysemy. The divinity associated with Sri Krishna
forbids many scholars to use expletives about the romantic overtures with
Radha, the sexual connotation of the latter’s abhisaar to meet and mate with

Krishna has been written in metaphors.

The word Pala in Bengali means a specific part of the Leela of Lord Krishna in
Vrindavan. Leela signifies the activities of Lord Krishna throughout his life .
His noble performances, the major incidents and the affairs of love with the
Gopees, and such leelas are innumerable. There are many titles of Pala Kirtan
based on the themes of the leelas, but from the musicological point of view,
Pala Kirtan represents a special class of Kirtan. In some of the palas the kirtan
singer narrates the psychological condition of Srimati Radharani, the heroine of
the play. The titles are named as Purvarag, Anurag, Abhisar, Rasleela, Gostho
leela, Nauka Vilas, Mathur etc. The language and idea of a Pala may be tough
enough for common people , for which it requires explanations to make it
intelligible. These explanations are given by the singers in local language and in
usual musical manner. These are named as Akhar. The main theme of the most
Palas are comedic and in some other it is tragic, but in all cases the play ends in

a comedy when Radha and Krishna unite which is called Milan ( unison)

In this research, the pala kirtan sung in the Krishna Jatra have been analysed.
The Jatra pala taken into consideration are Sri Radhar Manbhanjan,
Kurukshaetre Krishna and Krishna Sudama. It is noteworthy to mention that in

most of the erstwhile Krishna palagaans, one particular kirtan has been used
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almost like a ritual. In Kurukshetre Krishna, the jatra pala ends with the
characters coming together to sing praise for the lord. Whether Krishna has
been deified or represented as a scheming diplomat, the end of all the Krishna
Jatra sing praises for the Lord, which signifies the overarching hegemony of the
Jatrapala producers in the divinity of Krishna. These blend perfectly with the
religious narrative of a nation which considers Sri Krishna to be a God and even

his misdeeds are considered to part of his leela, or playfulness.

The first palagaan to be considered is Joy Radhe Radhe. This gaan is almost an
anthem in most of the Krishna Jatra, originally sung by the famous singer

Mahesh Ranjan Shome.

Joy Radhe Radhe

Krishna Krishna

Gobinda Gobinda Bolo re

Chharo rey mon Kapot Chaturi

Bodole bolo Hari Hari

Hari naam param brahma jiber mool dharma
Adharma kukarmo chharo re

Chharo re mon bhaber aasha

Ajapaa naam e koro re nesha

Radha goibinda naam ti bodone loiye

Nayano neere soda bhaasho re.

This song exemplifies the divinity of Sri Krishna and renders him as the
supreme God. It urges the mortals to forsake selfishness, slyness and adharma,
and embrace Sri Krishna as the Liberator of all sins. It also urges the devotees to

come out of all addiction because Radha Krishna naam is the supreme addiction
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which leads us to redemption. The fact that Krishna was the protégé is the
Kurukshetra war and he himself was unethical in many of his endeavors during
the war is not mentioned or fathomed in the above palagaan. The gaan itself is
like religious opium used to lure thousands of devotees in the name of Sri

Krishna.

In Sri Radhikar Manbhanjan, another palagaan is used to justify the romantic
overtures of Krishna with Radha who is his maami ( maternal uncle’s wife) and
a married woman. Krishna flirts with Radharani and the palagaan also speaks
about the sexual overtures, the pleasure that Krishna gets from Radha after
Milan (here unity of hearts is written, though Milan suggests unity of body as
well). Not only in Bangla Palagaan, even the Baul gharana of Bengal is replete
with songs that speak of the physical bonding of Radha and Krishna, used
metaphorically as Milan. It is a ritual of the Bauls to speak in metaphors in their
songs, and the songs they sing are about love of the highest form, where the
body and mind unites with the supreme. However, the palagaans used in praise
of Krishna also speak about the physical desires of Radha, albeit in the use of
polysemy.

The Palagaan “Krishna bole Amar Radha” has been taken from the
Jatrapala‘Sri Radhikar Manbhanjan’. There is clear indication in the verses that
Radha is having desire for Krishna, she speaks about her body on fire with
desire for Krishna, who in turn says that the beauty of Radha is more enthralling
than their lovemaking. However the interesting part of the entire text of the
palagaan is that it is made to be deciphered by the audience as aatmic Prem or
‘love of the soul for the soul of another’. In order to evoke the divinity of Sri
Krishna, his love making to Radha has also been considered as part of his leela

as the last verse will tell. After teasing Radha with sexual innuendos, Krishna
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frees himself of all impunities when the devotees sing praise of the Lord. The

interesting part is even after behaving like any normal person, having lust and

desire for the woman, Krishna has been bestowed with the power of the Divine-

STR1R (e *AH]E (2N OIANKA bears testimony of that.

PV J0eT QINTF FIGT

I 90T 518

QIS FI4T 0T (P [T

TN GG,

Y7 G Gt/

PXBIeT (OTNIT PG [/ (FIF &Y
14T 0T G577 BT JeTeT2 3O JITY
(T (O [NCGZ (O
TTPCT [T 27 I9VGT /I (X
ST [N7eT 219947 (N GIeni<eoT

Another palagaan used in Krishna Sudama jatrapala ( a Krishna Jatra) has the

following lines which has the use of polysemy- originally sung by Shilpi Das in
the album Kobe Gour Pabo- “ Akbar Krishna Bole Bahu Tule” goes to say

Ekbar Krishna bole bahu tule
nachore mon pothe pothe
Moner jala dure jabe

Krishno prem udoy hobe
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Ekbar Krishno bole bahu tule
nachore mon pothe pothe
Bishoy-bashona shob chere, chere
Prano bhore dako taare, taare
Noyone heyro shodai krishno, krishna
Mukhete bolo sodai krishna,

hare krishna

Tora aay aay aay aay, aye amar bhai
Tora chol chol chol chol bridabone jai
Ekbar Krishno bole bahu tule
nachore mon pothe pothe

Charo-re ei bhober asha, asha

Namete koro re nesha, nesha

It is interesting to see that one particular motif in the narration of the palagaan
is present in most of the Krishna Jatra, that is, salvation lies in the repetition of
the name of Krishna. Devotees seeing the jatrapala are advised to take the name
of Krishna while in sleep, in awakening and in any problems of life. Likewise
this can be termed as a form of persuasive communication by the religious
honchos of the society to perpetuate the name of Krishna among the masses.
The popular culture of India is the manifestation of many deities and religious
connotations. Gendered divisions among the beliefs is a common thing- when
Krishna is participating and succumbing to an extramarital affair with his
maternal aunt, he is still termed as the saviour of Mankind- whereas the woman
in question becomes Kalankini or woman with a lost face. A very popular Baul

song prevalent in West Bengal goes to say-
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Maa I hey, Kalankini Radha

Kadam Gachey uthiya achey Kanu Haramjada
Maa e tui joley na jaiyo

Parar loke naam rekheche kalankini Radha

Maa e tui joley na jaiyo

The opening of the Jatrapala Sri Radhar Manbhanjan shows Sri Radha going to
the poolside to bathe along with her friends or sakhis. However, Krishna is
hiding on the branches of the Kadam tree, ready to steal her clothes and make
her embarrassed in front of her friends. This particular scene depicts the lust and
sexual playfulness of Sri Krishna. He not only torments her, but does such
foreplay ( Ratikriya) which evokes desire in radha and she craves for unity with
her soulmate. So much is the desire evoked by Krishna that Radha forsakes all
social bondages and runs to Krishna for their secret meetings, earning the name
of Kalankini ( fallen woman). The same goes of the second palagaansang in the
Krishna Jatra “ Sri Radhar Manbhanjan”- where Radha is termed as Prem

Pagolini or a woman gone mad in love.

Ami prem pagolini Radha,,

Tumi ananda Ghanashyam.

Tabo dak sune chhute jai bone na mani kuler badha,
Nitya e premier gagarir shire,,

Niti asi ami jamunar tire,,

Anga bhasaye taranga nire suni tabo basari sadha,
Jug juganto ananta kaal rhidoyo brindabone,,
Tomate amate ei liila nath cholechhe sangopone,,
Mor sathe kande prem bigolita ,

Tumi ananda Ghanashyam ,ami prem pagolini Radha,,
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The meaning of the text runs into polysemy- the palagaan is replete with sexual
conversation camouflaged in metaphorical rhetoric. It also represents the irony
of fate that is meted out to Radha who is intermittently called pagolini or mad,
or kalankini ( fallen woman). The hypocrisy prevalent in society, again a tool of
semiological analysis becomes pertinent when the victim ( Radha) calls herself
Pagolini ( mad) for the unison with Krishna. The person who however is the
cause of all her physical pangs is referred to as ¢ tumi ananda Ghanashyam’ or
the icon of everlasting happiness. The onus of falling in love has been
transferred entirely on Radha who is made to say that she runs to the banks of
the River Yamuna to relieve her aching body from desire, with the cold water.
She also says that until her body can unite with Ghanashyam ( Sri Krishna) she
will not be at peace and she does not care about the rules of society as far as

meeting Krishna on the sly is concerned.

The characterisation of Krishna which emerges from the different Jatra Palas
specially where Krishna emerges as a scheming diplomat, an unethical
politician all get diluted in the final few scenes of the Jatra and particularly in
the closing lines. In another Jatrapala called “ Krishna Leela” the closing line

goes like this-

NN GGV NE GV NPT

HVNGPLBIV NNV AT/
(IENTNTIRP B GG NIRIT
(IENTNTIRP B GG NIRIT

R AV R i kAT ETE R
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NN ST Z NN BIO
(NN XTI AN,
PXHNN2ITNITGINGT

(GNPIOGTTOERT/

RUT G, AT PG, PRR/P W, ASTRAS
ATFIN, USSIN, FINFTN, AU/

1.4Krishna and sensuality in Bangla Jatrapala Krishna Leela and

Kurukshatre Krishna

Sensuality in almost any context tends to be a highly controversial subject and
the social rules and norms of Indian culture often place great constraints on love
and desire, marriage and kinship, and sexual agency. While relationships
between religion, gender, and sexuality are also regularly fraught with a variety
of tensions in Vaishnava practice, Krishna is still most often portrayed in
conjunction with his lover Radha. That is, either a figure in devotional poetry
and narrative or as enshrined deities. For many devotees, however, these sacred

spaces are not necessarily viewed as permission to transgress gendered norms.

Rather, these sacred spaces are more properly understood as places where erotic
sensuality and fleshly licentiousness are translated into an admirable longing for
the divine. Similar interpretations abound in regards to plays or
performances, and other acts of worship that focus on Krishna’s divine
eroticism as a central theme. But Krishna has many lovers and one of his most
famous companions is the legendary archer Arjun. While Krishna and Arjuna’s

love is commonly read as symbolising the unity of the human spirit and the
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divine Self, it is significant that same-sex love is a part of Hindu Vaishnav
practice. Popular stories of Krishna and Arjuna are one of the most commonly
invoked textual references to models of same-sex love in India by Hindu priests
today. This is particularly eminent in the Jatrapala “Kurukshetre Krishna”. This
play is different from the other palas mentioned in the research paper as it
emphasises Krishna as the core of the happenings in the Kurukshetra war
between the kauravs and the Pandavs, and it is again him who provokes,
manipulates, advises and admonishes the Pandavs to kill their kin in the war of
dharma vs adharma. It is here that we also get the hint of same sex love between
Arjun and Krishna where the former adores and trusts the latter completely and

surrenders himself at the feet of Krishna

Hey Krishno.

Hey Krishno Koruna Shindhu Dino Bondho Jagatpaotae.
Gopi esho Gopika Kanto Radha kanto Namhostutae.
Probhu Shoroane naoo tumi Amake.

Probhu Shoroane naoo tumi Amake.

Joye Radhe Govindo gopal gododhtra

Krishno Chandra koro Kripa Koro na Sagor.

Probhu Shoroane naoo tumi Amake.

Probhu Shoroane naoo tumi Amake.

There has been a repetition of the words * shaorone nao amake”- Arjuna finds
divine peace in surrendering his mind and body at the feet of Sri Krishna. It
denotes the purest form of love between two sexes- a love that has attained the
heights of divinity. In all the Krishna jatrapalas that have been used as

reference, the characterisation of Arjun has been of a man who is masculine,
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having Aryan features, a fighter, a protector of the distressed. On the other
hand, Krishna is shown to have feminine qualities like associating with the
gopinis, manipulating the Kurukshetra war from behind, and not fearing to use
unfair methods to defeat the kauravas. He is shrewd, diplomatic and keeps his
cool all the time. In some scenes of the jatrapala Kurukshetre Krishna, this
feminisation of Krishna is seen- and the relationship between the muscular
Arjuna and Krishna evokes sensuality, particularly when Arjun wants to

surrender himself at the feet of Sr1 Krishna.

Krishna is one of the most beloved deities of Hindu India. He appears as the
mischievous divine lover (Radha-Krishna)in North India, while being a
patronage of art, music, and poetry (Vitobha Krishna) in Maharashtra in central
India. He is associated with Dvaita philosophy and monastic traditions (Udupi
Krishna) in Karnataka and Guruvayor in Kerala in the South. Images and stories
of Krishna are ubiquitous throughout South Asia. As the eighth incarnation of
the Vedic deity Vishnu in traditional Brahmanical Hinduism, or the Supreme
Being himself in Vaishnavisml. Krishna also appears in multiple literary epics
throughout Indian history. In other devotional literary traditions, he plays a role
in the Cankam poetic corpus of early Tamil texts and in the theatrical dramas of
both the past, namely the Balacharita of the Gupta period (AD 320 to 550), and
the present, such as the ras lilas of present-day Vrindavan. In each of these
various traditions, Krishna, as a personality and as a deity, is associated with

romantic love, gender transgression, eroticism, and sex.

In “Sri Radhar Manbhanjan” we see a complete transformation in the
characterisation of Krishna. He is portrayed in this jatrapala as virile and
mischievous. He secretly meets his lover Radha in the banks of the Jamuna

dtorments her with eroticism. Radha is unable to contain her composure and

Theatre Street Journal Vol.6, No.1 27 June 2022 Peer Reviewed ISSN 2456-754X Page 23


https://thefamiliarstrange.com/2019/03/11/fluid-masculinity/#footnote_0_2265
https://global.oup.com/ushe/product/krishna-9780195148923?cc=au&lang=en&

loses herself in Krishna’s love. The following lines sung in the jatrapala are a
tacit reflection of the ecstacy and the pain that Radha feels simultaneously,
reeling in sensual pleasure after her abhisaar with Sri Krishna. She says that her
body is burning in ecstasy after loving Krishna, and asks her friends ( sakhis)
helplessly how she can cool her body. She says further- nobody will ever
fathom the kind of pleasure mixed pain she undergoes when she is unable to
meet her lover. She cries in his absence, every cell of her body cries for reunion
with Krishna. She is missing her “ kalachaand” another name of Krishna and

wants to go to his land with a garland and marry him.

FBIATACATOHE

IEISICRIES (G R
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In the Bengali Jatrapala*® Krishna Leela”, the romance between Radha and her
lover Krishna is taken up a notch higher. It is interesting to note that in a
country where the religious values are part and parcel of the socialization
process of its inhabitants, the extramarital relationship between Radha and
Krishna is given a religious and sanctified fervour. In this jatrapala, not only is
sensuality justifies, even extramarital relationships get a nod as Krishna is
considered to be an Avataar. Krishna is lovingly referred as ¢ Radharaman’ (
meaning one who has consummated his relationship sexually with Radha) and
the same terminology is used in this song from the jatrapala Krishna Leela.
Here, both Radha and Krishna are performing their Rasleela ( game of
togetherness) by moving to and fro from a sling ( jhulan). To provoke them to
perform their loving acts more, the female companions of Radha delve into

deep eroticism in the following lines-

AN |
(FICISHETSTE ORI |

GIGRIPGERIGEIRREIG]H
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Thus, we see an assemblage of images, a blurring of imagination in the
portrayal in the character of Lord Krishna. In true postmodern form, his image
keeps changing from situation to situation. Krishna appears in a variety of
gender and sex combinations that can be, and have been, read as alternatively
bisexual, transgender, and intersex (hermaphrodite). One of his more well-
known transformations, for example, is that of Mohini, a transient female form
he once adopted in order to fulfil the obligations of a marriage and kinship
contract. Given this model of divine gender fluidity and effective relationships,
it follows that intimate same-sex friendships are a common occurrence in Hindu

mythology even now.

What is especially fascinating was that this particular image of divine love has
also fueled a notable degree of activism among queer Vaishnavas today. In
other words, that contemporary Vaishnava activist in India who leverage erotic
models of divine love are doing so as a way of creating queer identities
perceived as distinctly Indian. This is particularly important because the view of

many Hindu fundamentalists (Hindutva) in India and conservative news
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organisations in the West is to paint homosexuality in South Asia as a colonial
imposition indicative of a kind of Westernisation that is antithetical to

“traditional” Indian culture.

1.5 Krishna as the flagbearer of Hinduism in the serial Mahabharat

The television serial Mahabharat by BR Chopra crossed the records of high
TRP during the late 90s in India. It has been reported that while the serial was
aired on Sundays, most of the lanes and roads of Northern India would be
deserted. Women finished their morning chores and cooking before Mahabharat
started at 10.30 am. Such was the impact of the teleserial that the Indian
families sat glued to the TV set to devour each and every episode. Scholars have
said that Mahabharat can be hailed as a forbearer of the Hindutva agenda
propagandised by a certain political party, because it was in 1993 when the
Babri masjid demolition took place and the iconic Rathyatra to Ayodhya took
the entire northern half of India by storm. The political repurcussions of the
serial were many and is not limited only to the characterisation of Krishna. But
it is an undeniable fact that the shlokas versed by Krishna to Arjun during the
Kurukshetra war has been hailed as the ideological foundations of Hindutva as a
religion in itself. The study of Krishna’s avatar in the teleserial is been referred
to in this research paper as it will help the readers to have an objective analysis
of the semiological transgressions in the characterisation of Krishna in Bangla
Jatrapalas vs Hindi serials. By doing this, the reader will be able to understand
the postmodern moorings of Krishna as a symbol of Hindu culture. The various
images that has been associated with Lord Krishna is as varied as the number of
moving images constructed keeping him in the center. The Mahabharat serial
received a top notch appreciation because of the depiction of Krishna in his

myriad character.
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The Hindi serial Mahabharat successfully answers the questions of Dharma
which makes it reliable as a text and established a relation between the human
being and God. We can see from so many instances that have taken place in this
epic. It is estimated that the war took place around 5000 BC. More accurately, it
took place in 3139 BC. Lord Krishna, who is considered to be the 8th avatar of
Lord Vishnu played a major role in this war. It happened towards the end of
Dwapayuga. It is believed that there are four yugas, Satya Yuga, Trataya Yuga,
Dwapar Yuga, and Kali Yuga. It is also believed by the Hindus that Lord
Vishnu existed in Satya Yuga, Lord Rama in Trateya, Lord Krishna in Dwapar
Yuga, and Lord Jagannath in Kali-yuga. This cycle is fictional to be repeated.
Bhagwad Purana gives constant details about Lord Krishna and also accounts
details about the preachings of Shri Krishna to Arjuna on the frontline when the
latter refused to fight with the Kauravas as they were his cousins. This teaching
is very popular as ShrimadBhagwad Gita which is reflected as the holy book of
Hinduism. This book tells us how Shri Krishna explained Arjuna about the
content of the Vedas. Occasionally a combination of Bhagwad Gita, The

Puranas, Mahabharata is taken to be the Fifth Veda.

Confidence in mediation has played a very critical role in this epic
Mahabharata. Mahabharata, one of the greatest wars ever can be considered as a
strategy of Krishna which saw a clash between the monarchical powers is an
outcome of highly developed strategic thinking and planning. This war could
only be at par with the success of the Britishers in the Second World War which
involved instigating Nazi Germany to clash with the united Soviet Union
thereby destroying one another. It is a general notion especially in India that
high moral ground should be maintained whenever there is any war or even in
politics at any expense. In the serial Mahabharat the opening song is that of

Krishnas words saying
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“Yada yada hi dharmasya

glaanirbhavati bhaarat/

Abhyutthaanam adharmasya/
tadaatmaanam srijaamyaham/

Paritranaay saadhunaam/

vinaashaay cha dushkritaam/

Dharm sansthaapanaarthaay

/sambhavaami yuge yuge

“I’m the scruples in the heart of all living beings/
I ‘m their start, their being, their conclusion/
I’m the wits of the senses/

I’m the beaming sun amongst lights/

I’m the song in revered lore/

I’m the sovereign of deities/

I’m the cleric of great seers...”

Lord Krishna has been depicted as the representative of Dharma in the teleserial
Mahabharat. The shlokas uttered by Krishna during the Kuriukshetra war have
been epitomised as the bahgvad Gita, considered to be a sacred book for the
Hindus. he epitomic Bhagvad Gita reconciles the motives, reasons, the cause
and effects of one’s actions — Dharmic or otherwise. Arjuna and Krishna were
known to argue when they embarked upon the battle of Kurukshetra, where
Arjuna tells Krishna that if they were to fight, they would be clearly incurring a
sin by destroying Dharma. To this, Krishna replies to Arjuna that the truth is in
fact the contrary. By not fighting, Arjuna would be defying his personal
dharma, and thus committing a sin. Lord Krishna further says, “One’s own
dharma, performed imperfectly, is better than another’s dharma well performed.

Destruction in one’s own dharma is better, for to perform another’s dharma
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leads to danger.” (Bg. 3.35)Thus, the chapter ends, apparently summarizing the
entire epic.“It is better to engage in one’s own occupation, even though one may
perform it imperfectly, than to accept another’s occupation and perform it

perfectly.” (Bg. 18.47).

The social relationship associated with “friendship” (sakhyam) is a dharmic

29 €6

relationship that includes notions like ‘“companionship in battle,” “warrior
pact,” and “mutual trust and loyalty.”2 The relationships of the combatants to
their charioteers are crucial to the outcome of the battle and part of a wider
network of complicated social relationships of partial or symbolic brotherhood
and friendship (Hilfbeitel 1982: 85-111, esp. 88, 91-97). The chariot warrior
(kshatriya) and his charioteer (suta) should work together in a finely tuned. On
the chariot, the warrior and the charioteer put themselves into a situation of
ultimate mutual trust, where the life of each is in the other’s hands. The warrior
must protect his charioteer, who was probably unarmed, and the charioteer must

also protect the warrior by skilfully guiding the horses. This allows for

friendship between unequals.

Krishna calls Arjuna “friend” or “comrade” (sakha), Krishna speaks to him as
His devotee within the context of the transmission of esoteric knowledge from
the Vedic seers onwards: Thus received by succession, The royal seers knew
this; After a long time here on earth, This yoga has been lost, Arjuna. This
ancient yoga is today Declared by Me to you, Since you are My devotee and
friend. This secret is supreme indeed. (Gita 4.2-3; Sargeant 1994: 202-03; cf.
Gita 18.67) Still under the spell of Krishna’s overwhelming visual appearance
as Vishnu, Arjuna finally praises Krishna as the father (pita) and guru of the

world who should be adored (pujyas):

“You are the father of the world,
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of all things moving and motionless.

You are to be adored by this world.

You are the most venerable Guru.

There is nothing like You in the three worlds.
How then could there be another greater,

O Being of incomparable glory?”

(Gita 11.43; Sargeant 1994: 495)

Krishna also states that He is all-destroying death, and the origin of those things
that are yet to be (10.34). Arjuna then asserts that his delusion is gone (11.1).
The decisive turning point or catalyst in their dialogue, however, is the shift
from Krishna’s teaching to his overwhelming appearance (11.9). At this sight,
Arjuna confesses that he is losing his sense of direction and finds no comfort
(11.25). In fact, he is terrified. He speaks in a choked voice to Krishna (11.35)
and starts to apologize for having spoken to Him as a friend and comrade:
Whatever I have said impetuously as if in ordinary friendship, “Oh Krishna, Oh
Son of Yadu, Oh Comrade,” In ignorance of Your majesty, Through negligence
or even through affection, And if, with humorous purpose, You were
disrespectfully treated, While at play, resting, while seated or while dining,
When alone, O Krishna, or even before the eyes of others, For that I ask
forgiveness of You, immeasurable One. (Gita 11.41-42; Sargeant 1994: 493-94)
Then the verse quoted above follows, with the line “You are the most venerable
Guru” (11.43). After Krishna’s theophany, Arjuna’s questions no longer have
dramatic value: he is “convinced” and is merely asking for clarifications on

points of doctrine .

References:

Theatre Street Journal Vol.6, No.1 27 June 2022 Peer Reviewed ISSN 2456-754X Page 31



1. Ahuja, Chaman. 2012. Contemporary Theatre of India: An Overview.
New Delhi: National Book Trust.

2. Bharatmuni, 1978. Natyasastra. New Delhi: South Asia Books.

3. Bhattacharya, Asutosh.1978. Folklore of Bengal. New Delhi: National
Book Trust.

4. Chakravarti, Janardan. 1975. Bengal Vaisnavism and Sri Chaitanya.
Kolkata: The Asiatic Society.

5. Chakrovorti, Bikas. 2010. Folk, Folklore and Folkloristics: Interpretation
of Society and folklore. Kolkata: Mitram.

6. Dutt, Vishnupriya. 2008. “Jatra and the Marginalization of Mythological
Themes”. In Ravi Chaturvedi (ed.). Theatre and Democracy. New Delhi:
Rawat Publications.

7. Gargi, Balwant. 1966. Folk Theatre of India: Seattles. Washington:
University of Washington.

8. History of Indian Theatre, Lokranga, Panorama of Indian Folk Theatre.
New Delhi: Abhinav Publications.

9. Lal, Ananda.2009.Theatres of India. A Concise Companion. New Delhi:
Oxford University Press. Mahapatra, Dr. P.K. The Folk Cults of Bengal.
New Delhi: Rupa Publishers.

10.Merriam, Webster. 1969. Webster’s Seventh New Collegiate Dictionary.
Calcutta: Scientific Book Agency.

11.Raha, Kironmoy. 1978. Bengali Theatre. New Delhi: National Book
Trust.

12.Shankar, Vijyalaxmy.1978. Folk Arts as Mass Media. New Delhi: The
World Annual. No.15. 38-47.

13.Varadapande, M.L. 1982. Krishna Theatre in Theatre. New Delhi:
Abhinav Publications. ..... 1992.

Theatre Street Journal Vol.6, No.1 27 June 2022 Peer Reviewed ISSN 2456-754X Page 32



14.Vatsyayan, Kapila. 1980. Traditional Indian Theatre. New Delhi:
National Book Trust.

Sujata Mukhopadhyay is Assistant Professor & Head, Department of
Journalism & Mass Communication, Hiralal Mazumdar Memorial College for
Women, Dakshineswar and Guest Faculty, University of Calcutta. Email:

sujatamukhopadhyay7 @ gmail.com

Theatre Street Journal Vol.6, No.1 27 June 2022 Peer Reviewed ISSN 2456-754X Page 33



Performing Women: A Critical Study of Construction of ‘Woman’in

Ancient Indian Drama

Mrityunjay Kumar Prabhakar

Abstract
It is obvious that representation of women in Ancient Indian Drama and
Sanskrit dramaturgy was not as powerful and iconic as men though woman
have been integral part of Indian drama and dramaturgy since its inception.
The question is not about assigning greater roles to women characters but
the question is the mere representation of the ‘women’. The ‘women’ of the
most of the Sanskrit plays have been shown as passive and at the receiving
end while their ‘men’ counterparts have been shown active and doers,
barring few exceptions. And as Bharata in his first chapter of Natyasastra
written, Drama is mere representation of the real world. In that sense
whether the kind of representation given to ‘Woman’ in Sanskrit
Drama/Ancient Indian Drama do signify anything or suggest about the real

well being of the ‘woman’ in society.

Keywords: Sanskrit Drama, Ancient Indian Drama, Performing Women,

Woman Performers, Feminism

Introduction

The question keep occurring in my mind that whether the walking, talking and co-
living women folk we indulge with in our daily life from our own family to our

office spaces to the wider society are real ones or the represented ones? Whether
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the women we interact with in our life are real women or they are the gender
constructs of the society? These questions comes to my mind as I have felt that
most of them are just shadow of themselves, as if they are not leading their lives
but representing somebody else. They might be co-living, co-existing and
breathing beside their male counterparts in a family, office or society but they have
nothing leading life of their own. Sometimes, it feels like they are programmed like
any robot or computer to perform certain tasks in certain manner and are no living
beings like their male counterparts, as we see that even their wishes are mostly not
for themselves but for their loved ones or closed family members or others. From
where this ‘woman’ folk has arrived? The answer is that this woman folk has been
created through a lot of efforts, deliberation and designing which controls not only
their behaviour but also their thinking and mind. This becomes more real,

specially, when we talk about the older times or ancient India.

In the ancient times, which was a predominant men’s world, woman presence was
as good as being absent. They were always there but their presence was hardly felt
apart from the roles assigned to them. This is how history has been made and this
is what we got through different available literatures. Though, literature has not
been considered as authentic source of history but they do signify the reality of the
world in their own way. The representation of ‘woman’ in ancient texts specifically
Ancient Indian Drama or Sanskrit plays have a lot to say not only about the plight
of ‘woman’ in society as subject but also the construction of ‘woman’ as an object.
How these are inter-related or connected and how these things started interpolating
with each-other, and what are its impact or after-effects are the main concerns of

this paper.
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Representation of Woman in Ancient Indian Drama

It is obvious that representation of women in Ancient Indian Drama or Sanskrit
dramaturgy was not as powerful and iconic as men though woman have been
integral part of Indian drama and dramaturgy since its inception. The question is
not about assigning greater roles to women characters but the question is the mere
representation of ‘women’. The ‘women’ of the most of the Sanskrit plays have
been shown as passive and at the receiving end while their ‘men’ counterparts have
been shown active and doers, barring few exceptions. This is what feminist scholar
Laura Maulvey observes, In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in
looking has been spilt between active/male and passive/female, in her article
‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ published in Screen (16(3): 6-18). Here,
the portrayal of ‘women’ in many sense is as good as ‘performing’ them as these

women are created through the lens of men’s gaze and desire.

Most of the women characters of Ancient Indian Plays or Sanskrit plays (Though, I
will be limiting myself to the Sanskrit plays written till 12" century AD) seem to
be developed as desired by men. The presentation of ‘women’ here is limited to
their physicality in many senses. In many cases even in love stories, which is a
predominant theme of Sanskrit drama, ‘women’ are portrayed as ‘beloved’ or ‘love
interest’ rather than projected them, too, as lovers. Love is supposed to be the
equalizer of men and women but here, too, they are at the receiving end. This is
what I call objectification of women subject. In a way, the representation of
‘women’ in Sanskrit plays looks similar to what the feminist scholars Propp and
De Lauretis discuss as objectification of ‘women’, utilizing the actantial model of

Geimas, which proposes a schema based on six functions (Sender, Subject, Object,
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Helper, Opponent, Receiver) in any narrative, and which had a wider application in

dramatic and theatrical contexts, as discussed by Elaine Aston [1988: 39]:

To give an example of the actantial model: in a traditional love narrative the
hero (Subject), under the influence of love (Sender), seeks the heroine
(Object), as a result of his own desire (Receiver), and is aided by friends
(Helper/s), or opposed by his adversaries, often the heroine’s

father/guardian (Opponent/s).!

This is exactly how ‘women’ have been objectified in most of the narratives of
Ancient Indian Drama/Sanskrit plays. In the absence of women playwrights,
performers (?), producers, directors, organizers and viewers this was very much
expected, as the women voice/presence was either hidden or totally absent. They
are being represented as mere victims of the choices the protagonists made or their
fates,whether it’s plays like Abhijnanasakuntal,  Malvikaagnimitram,
Vikramourvasiyam, Swapanvasavdatta, Ratnavali, Priyadarsika,

Uttarramcharitam or any other play.

Examples of Women Characters in Ancient Indian Drama

Let’s take examples of woman characters from the play texts which are part of
Ancient Indian Drama or Sanskrit Drama. I will try to establish what I have said
earlier in this article through the examples of woman characters of the plays, which
are supposed to be the representation of the actual woman folkof that time.
Through, these characters we will not only get the hint towards what I was talking

about but also the proof of the same. I will try here to establish my notion through
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some of the important woman characters of Ancient Indian Drama, as taking each

and every character and talking about them would be not feasible.

Let’s take first the most prominent woman character Sakuntala, as example,
portrayed in Ancient Indian Drama by none other than Kalidasa, one of the
greatest poet and playwright of the period. Sakuntala became the archetype of
woman figure through the play Abhijnanasakuntal in ancient India. She became
the most sought after female protagonist after that and many poets later tried to re-
create her look alike under different names and figures in later phases. Sakuntala
of the play Abhijnanasakuntal is probably the ideal woman figure and wish of
every male of Indian society. She is young (sweet sixteen), charming, alluring,
loving, caring, and devoted. She is playful as a lover and dutiful as wife to her
husband. Sheremains faithful towards her husband, even if she had gone through a
lot of miseries from his own hands. What else a male can demand from his
beloved? She possess all five qualities prescribed by Chanakya Neeti to be an ideal

womarn.

According to Chanakya Neeti there are five qualities prescribed by Chanakya,
which makes a woman best among the lot. They are being compassionate and
polite (Daya aur Vinamrta), following dharma (Dharm ka palan), habit of hoarding
(Sanchay karne ki pravriti), sweet voice (Vani ki madhurata) and being six times
more courageous than male (Purushon se chhah guna sahas). If we analyse the
character of Sakuntala in the light of Chanakya Neeti, we will find that she quite fit

in the frame developed by Chanakya in his Chanakya Neeti.

In the play once Dusyanta goes away from Ashrama after making merry with her,
he didn’t even worry to get back to her, neither has he remembered her when she

approaches him with colleagues from Ashrama, as saint Kanya had sent her to the
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King once he finds out that she has done gandarva vivaha and she is now pregnant.
Though, in the narrative Kalidasa had rescued him from his deeds with the use of
dramatic convention of ‘curse’ given by Durvasa rishi, but we all know that in the
actual narrative of Mahabharata, nothing this sort happens. And even if this was
due to the curse itself how Sakuntala could be knowing and being considerate
about the same. With all humiliation she had felt, she had to leave the palace with
the baby in her womb. She faced her agony without any complain. Does she look
like a real woman? I think, absolutely not. She is the creation of man’s desire and
that’s why she is the most desirable and sough after character of Indian mythology
and society. This is what I call ‘construction’ of woman for consumption of the

male ego and desire.

The same came can be seen in the character of Vasavadatta in the narrative of
Swapnavasavdatta written by one of the oldest playwright of Ancient Indian
Drama named Bhasa. The narrative of Ujjain’s princess Vasavadatta’s gandharva
vivaha with king Udayana, king of Kosal, has been told in the earlier play titled
Pratigyayougandhrayanby Bhasa. In Swapanvasavadatta Bhasa comes up with the
story of their falling apart as in the very first act of the play it has been established
that Vasavadatta has become victim of a great fire and thus Udayana has lost her
as his kingdom, which has been snatched by his enemy. This has been planted by
Udayana able minister Yougandhrayan, as he believes that in the presence of
Vasavadatta, he will not act accordingly, as the time demands. And to win back his
kingdom he has to be in action and marry the Padmavati, princess of Magadh, to
gather and take support of army of Magadha to win back his state. The play depicts
the story of their Viyoga (separation) and ultimately they come together in the end

when Udayana wins back his kingdom with the support of Magadha army. In this
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text also not only the character of Vasavadatta but also of Padmavati are being
used by the playwright as if they are here merely as wish fulfilling creatures of
Udayana, not the real human beings, who have their own desires and thinking.
And this is true for most of the other plays of Ancient Indian Drama. This is also
very much evident through the concept of Nayika Bheda developed by Bharata in

Natysastra.

The Concept of Nayika Bheda

If, we see, the categorization of women characters portrayed in Sanskrit plays or
advised to portray in such light through some dramaturgical texts and other sources
through the concept of Nayika-Bheda, we will come to know that even these
categorization has been done keeping men at centre of the discourse. Be it the
differentiation of Nayikas by Bharata in his famous dramaturgical text
Natyashastra or by Agnipurana, women here are differentiated according to their
relation with their men and their mental or emotional state. They are eight in
numbers; Vasaksajja Nayika, Virahotkanthita Nayika, Svadhinabhartruka Nayika,
Kalahantarita Nayika, Khandita Nayika, Vipralabdha Nayika, Proshitabhartruka
Nayika and Abhisarika Nayika, as defined in sloka number 210-211 of chapter

twenty four of Natyasastra."

Here, Vasaksajja Nayika is the one who is ready or dressed up for the union,
Virahotkanthita Nayika 1s the one who 1s distressed by separation,
Svadhinabhartruka Nayika is the one who is having her husband in subjection,
Kalahantarita Nayika is the one who separated by quarrel, Khandita Nayika is the

one who is enraged with her lover, Vipralabdha Nayika is the one who is deceived
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by her lover, Proshitabhartruka Nayika is the one who has a sojourning husband
and Abhisarika Nayika is the one who is going to meet her lover. Thus, we see that
all this classification is based on the ‘women’ relationship and emotional state with
their ‘men’. If, I argue on the basis of the characters like Sakuntala, Malavika,
Urvashi, Padmavati, Vasavadatta, Vasantsena, Tapti, Sita, Draupadi, Hidimba,
Dharni and other main characters introduced in different plays by various
playwrights like Kalidas, Bhas, Bhavbhuti& others, these characters have either

been woven around Nayika-Bhedaor provided authenticity to those categorization.

Woman as part of Theatre Repertory

Though, it is believed that women were part of the performing troupes in ancient
times and they used to play women characters represented in the Sanskrit plays but
there is hardly any fact available regarding the same. Either the aestheticians,
philosophers and critics of Indian dramaturgy are silent on the issue or they haven’t
found any practice. The practitioners are supposed to be degenerated and not
suitable to live in civil society, as suggested by Indian politician cum philosopher

Kautilya in his text Arthsastra.

There shall be no grounds or buildings intended for recreation [in the new
settlements]. Actors, dancers, singers, musicians, professional story tellers,
and minstrels shall not obstruct the work [of the people], because in villages
whch provide no shelter [to outsiders], the people will be {fully} involved in
the work of fields. [Consequently] there will be an increase in the upply of

labour, money, commodities, grains and liquid products. {2.1.33-35)."
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The deliberate marginalization of performer community, which is still obvious in
the present society, was very much there in ancient times and this must be the
reason behind the silencing of ‘women’ performers in the history. As, ‘women’
performers must have faced two layered marginalization, first as being performer
and second being a women. Thus, we need to focus on the issue of marginalization
of women performers as a whole and unearth the ‘hidden’ or ‘silenced’ voice of
women and their reasons in particular as suggested by Elaine Aston in feminist

method of theatre studies:

The ‘new direction’ in theatre history was exposing the history of male
domination of the stage and recovering women'’s performances which, like
so much of women’s culture, had been ‘hidden’ and silenced by a body of

conservative, male criticism."”

Woman as Performed Entity

There is hardly any doubt about it that any art practice in general or performance in
particular has its roots in the immediate setting of the society. The society
influence the art practices and performances in various ways which is not just
limited to acquiring narratives and forms from them. In the same way art practices
or performances also influence the society in long terms. In connection to that it is
also interesting to note that whether the ‘women’ represented as ‘object’ in
Sanskrit performances and dramatic texts had played any role in ‘objectification’

of ‘women’ in society. This is the central thrust of this research.

The theatre history and dramaturgy of Ancient Indian Drama and study of it shows

that ‘woman’ has been constructed as other than ‘man’ and it has been represented
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in various Sanskrit play texts. As feminist scholar De Lauretis mentions that
historically woman has been represented as other than man and how feminist

scholarship is trying to identify and analyze it:

Feminist scholarship in recent years has been centrally concerned with the
theoretical discourses of representation articulated through the texts of a
number of cultural fields: art, cinema, media, advertising, theatre, etc. In
consequence, feminist analysis of representation has identified the
oppressive discourse of engendered representation which constructs and

positions ‘woman’ as ‘the other-from-man’."

In the light of this new thinking when we try to analyse the same various questions
arise about the woman folk and its representation in Ancient India and Ancient

Indian Drama. Some of these are;

Whether the portrayal of women in Sanskrit drama subjective or objective?
Whether the image of the ‘objectified” women also reflected in ‘subjective’ women
or just ‘subjective’ women got ‘objectified’ in the portrayal of the characters? Did
the ‘Performed Women’ became the prototype of society women and sooner or
later their characteristics have been adopted by them?Does the portrayal of women
in plays and literature of Sanskrit texts are mere representation of women of the
society or these performed women have constituted the women of the society in
longer period. Have performed women played any role in developing the women

kind in general society?

And surprisingly answers to all these questions are in affirmative. The Performed
entity of ‘woman’ later get translated into real ‘woman’ as society has set the

expectation from them in the similar fashion and because of the resonance of the
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same was everywhere and the society was predominantly run by the dictums of the
men, the woman kid of the society had no option but to follow the suit. And thus
slowly the real woman got transformed into the performed entity, because the
society had different expectations from them and they have no other option than
accepting the same as they were devoid of the property rights and they can’t even

have proper education.

Conclusion

Thus, it can be argued safely that Ancient Indian Drama and its dramaturgical texts
and their performances had played a vital role in construction of the women of our
society. The role assigned to them and expectations from the women characters in
a play was always to please the ‘man’ of the family or society. The portrayal of
women in plays and literatures of Ancient Indian Drama and various Sanskrit texts
are not mere representation of women of the society but these performed women
have framed and constituted the women of the society in the longer period. Here,
the performed entity of women overshadowed the women of the society and sooner

or later they got transformed into performed entities.

References:
1. Adaval, Niti. The Story of King Udayana, Chowkhamba, Varanasi, 1970.

2. Basham, A.L. The Wonder that was India, Grove Press, New York, 1959.

3. Baumer, Rachel van M., and James R. Brandon. Sanskrit Drama in

Performance, University of Hawaii, Honolulu, 1981.

Theatre Street Journal Vol.6, No.1 27 June 2022 Peer Reviewed ISSN 2456-754X  Page 44



4. Bhat. G.K., Appointment with Kalidasa, L.D. Institute of Indology,
Ahmedabad, 1982.

5. Bhat, G.K., Vidushaka, New Order Book Company, Ahmedabad, 1959.

6. Byrski, M.C., Concept of Ancient Indian Theatre, Munsilal Manoharlal
Publisher, New Delhi, 1974.

7. Byrski, M.C. Methodology of the Analysis of Sanskrit Drama, Rozprawy

Uniwersitetu Warszawskiego, Warsaw, 1979.

8. Dasgupta, S.N., and S.K. De., A History of Sanskrit Literature, University of
Culcutta, Kolkata, 1974.

9. De., S.K. Ancient Indian Erotics and FErotic Literature, Firma K.L.
Mukhopadhyay, Kolkata, 1959.

10.Devasthali, G.V. Introduction to the Study of Mrichhakatika, Keshav Bhikaji
Dhavale, Bombay, 1948.

11.Elaine, A. An Introduction to Feminism and Theatre, Routledge, London

and New York, 1995.
12.Freud, Sigmund.,Beyond the Pleasure Principal, Hogarth, London, 1986.

13.Ghosal, S.N., The Inception of the Sanskrit Drama, Calcutta Book House,
Culcutta, 1977.

14.Goldman.,Mortal Man and Immortal Woman: An Interpretation of Three
Akhyana Hymns of the Rgveda.” JOI 18.4 (1969): 272-303.

Theatre Street Journal Vol.6, No.1 27 June 2022 Peer Reviewed ISSN 2456-754X  Page 45



15.Goodwin, Robert E., Aesthetics and Erotic Entrancement in the Sakuntala,

AO 43.1 (1989): 99-123.

16.Goodwin, Robert E., The Play World of Sanskrit Drama, Motilal
Banarasidas Publisher, New Delhi, 1998.

17.Ingalls, Kalidas and the Attitude of the Golden Age, JAOS 96.1, (1976): 15-
26.

18.Jagirdar, R.V., Drama in Sanskrit Literature, Popular Prakashan, Bombay,
1967.

19.Keith, A.B. The Sanskrit Drama: In its Origin, Development, Theory and
Practice, Motilal Banarasidas Publication, New Delhi, 1998.

20.Kuiper, F.B.J. Varuna and Vidushaka: On the Origin of Sanskrit Drama,
North Holland Publishing Compnay, Amsterdam, 1979.

21.Lauretis, T. D. Alice Doesn’t: Feminism Semiotics Cinema, Indiana

University Press, Bloomington, 1984.

22.Manikar, T.G. Kalidasa, His Art and Thought, Deshmukh Prakashan, Poona,
1962.

23.Majumdar, Pusalkar and Majumdar, The Classical Age, Bhartiya Vidya
Bhawan, Bombay, 1988.

24.Pusalkar, A.D., Bhasa: A Study, Munsiram Manoharlal, New Delhi, 1968.

25.Shekhar, Indu., Sanskrit Drama: Its Origin and Decline, E.J. Brill, Leiden,
1960.

Theatre Street Journal Vol.6, No.1 27 June 2022 Peer Reviewed ISSN 2456-754X  Page 46



26.Spratt, P., Hindu Culture and Personality, Manaktalas, Bombay, 1966.
27.Van Buitenen, J. A. B., Dharma and Moksha, PEW 7 (1954): 33-40.

28.Wells, Henry.,The Classical Drama of India, Asia Publishing House,
London, 1963.

29.Wilson, H.H., Select Specimens of the Theatre of Hindus, London, 1835.

" Elaine, A. (1995) An Introduction to Feminism and Theatre, Routledge: London and New York,
39,

fihttps://www.wisdomlib.org/hinduism/book/the-natyashastra/d/doc210156.html 21.02.2022

liKautilya The Arthasastra (1982) (edi.) N. Rangarajan, Penguin Books: New Delhi, 180.

¥ Elaine, A. (1995) An Introduction to Feminism and Theatre, Routledge: London and New
York, 3.

v Lauretis, T. D. (1984) Alice Doesn’t: Feminism Semiotics Cinema, Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 5.

Theatre Street Journal Vol.6, No.1 27 June 2022 Peer Reviewed ISSN 2456-754X  Page 47


https://www.wisdomlib.org/hinduism/book/the-natyashastra/d/doc210156.html%2021.02.2022

Mrityunjay Kumar Prabhakar is Assistant Professor, Dep’t of Drama &
Theatre Art, Sangit Bhavan, Visva Bharati, Shantiniketan, West Bengal,

India. Email: mrityunjay.prabhakar@gmail.com

Theatre Street Journal Vol.6, No.1 27 June 2022 Peer Reviewed ISSN 2456-754X  Page 48


mailto:mrityunjay.prabhakar@gmail.com

Artistic Elements in Always Ultra and Soklin

Advertisements on Television
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Abstract
This paper is on artistic elements in Always Ultra and Soklin advertisements
on television. The study attempts to fill the lacuna, which exist on artistic
elements which are used for commercial purpose advertising, which cannot
be achieved without the artist. Hence, the importance of the artist was
considered in relation to the kind of job he has been trained to do and how
this imparts on advertising. The paper examined two television advert
strands known as always Ultra and Soklin because of their lavishness of
artistic elements in the advertisement. The paper observed the need to
address the problems of ineffective persuasion in advertising, which being a
means of marketing must have induce losses. The desire to check ineffective
advert persuasion led to the discovery of the effectiveness of the artist and
artistic elements as potential sources. The paper acknowledged artistic skills
which have the capacity to utilize artistic elements with a view to effectively

persuade potential customers to patronize artist and artistic elements
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endorsed products and services. The findings revealed that artistic element
remain the platform on which effective advertising of goods and services
subsists that with a high yield returns for the persuasive appeal of the artist
and artistic elements. It is on this platform that the findings of this paper
revealed that artistic elements constitute persuasive appeal strength
television advertising. It therefore recommends the use of artistic elements in

the use of television advertising for effective persuasive appeal.

Introduction

Advertising is a marketing communication of information, usually planned and
produced to be persuasive in nature about product, services or ideas by identified
sponsors through any media. Advertising is the most essential in every sales
promotion. It enhances everything that promotes the sales of a product not just to

create a demand for a product but educational and business purpose.

According to C. E. Baker,
80% of all impressions are received through the eye. It has been
discovered that people like motion pictures rather than words. Baker
went further to explain that an average person grows familiar to this
state of affairs that he is hardly aware of it. It has been noticed that
most people think of communication as something that has to do with
words. He further posits that picture communication functions on the
subconscious level. It happens fast in such a way that we comprehend

messages without much effort (34).
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Although it cannot be ascertain the exact day, month or year, that advertising
began it has been known to be part of human culture across he world, particularly
in Nigeria what is classified as advertising existed before western modernity toot

over African civilization which the people are more at home with.

According to Josef Bel-Molokwu:
Advertising is as old as man. The word comes from the Latin word
‘advertere’ meaning to draw attention to. He further posits that in
Nigeria, the earliest recorded activities that could be described as
advertising in its crude form include the town criers, early morning
gong signals that alerted the village dwellers of an impending

announcement” (9).

The traditional African medium performed the universal communication function
of disseminating information about available goods, services and ideas to the
people. The first formal media advertisement ever carried in Nigeria was in IWE
IROHIN established by Reverend Henry Townsend and was in form of
information on shipping movement and cargo. It was classified category advert.
From then on, other sorts of advertisements began to appear in the newspaper,
while growth of printing saw emergence of well printed black and white posters

which led to the birth or organized outdoor advertising we know today.

With the oil boom of early 1970s, there was uproar in business activities and turn
over. This led to the need for more advertisements by some companies and the
formation of more advertising agencies. Such agencies include Rosabel, Goldmark,

PAL, Insight communication and others. Today in Nigeria advertising is now a big
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business. There are more than two hundred agencies register with the Association
of Adverting Agencies in Nigeria (AAAN) and about two hundred small agencies
not registered with AAAN. Procter and Gamble the producer of Always Ultra is
one of such companies among others who budget as much as 30% of its budget on
advertising a year while Soklin is still among the leading detergents in Nigeria due

to their advertising strategies.

Artistic elements in the adverts of Always Ultra and Soklin, as this study stands to
examine refers the art and act of the advert of the two products, such as the story,
setting, songs, characterization, costume, metaphorical language, the shots, quality
of pictures and photography, the dramatics, etc, that are deployed in the adverts
strategy to persuade potential customers. Advertising strategy is a campaign
developed by a business to encourage potential customers to purchase a product or
patronize a service. Advertising strategy is focused on a target audience that is the
potential buyer of the product out of the population. Advertising strategies include
factors such as geographic location, perceived demographics of the audience, price
points, and special offers. It also includes the type of advertising media, such as

billboards, websites or television that will be used to present the product.

Historical Background of Soklin and Always Ultra

Soklin and Always Ultra have engaged advertising in the promotion of their
products. Soklin is a product of Eko Supreme Resources, Agbara, Ogun State. The
desire for hygiene, cleanliness and stain remover endeared Soklin to its customers
which the producer started in 1996 as a flagship brand. As common with most
products and services, Soklin must cross the hurdle of competition because there

are so many competitors in the market. Therefore in attempt to overcome its
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competitors in the markets it engaged in the promotion of its products in the
market through the television so as to bring its product to the knowledge of a larger
market target. This is not enough as the advert requires a competitive appeal that
can aid customers’ decision to purchase no other soup than Soklin. Getting the

right appeal takes a good advert with very good artistic elements.

Procter and Gamble is an American multinational consumer goods company with
headquarters in Cincinnati. It commenced operation in Nigeria in 1992 and since
then it has grown and expanded tremendously, contributing to the development of
the Nigerian economy. They started local production of Always Sanitary pads in
the year 1993, and expanded into producing pampers, diapers and Vicks throat
drops in 1994. In 2004 they commissioned an ultra-modern unique Always

Sanitary Pad line in Ibadan, Oyo State, Nigeria.

Always Ultra first began in attempt to meet the sanitary need of young women in
January 1983. At that time the pads were introduced: Maxi pads, Mini pads and
Pant Liners. The product and marketing strategy targets were women from ages
12-49. As at that time awareness of the product was low and few consumers who
tried it liked it, except for the size the of the pad incompatibility due to variety of
human body which led to the introduction of more types. In 1984 always had gone
into national distribution in four kinds: max pads, mini pads, thin mini pads and
panty liners. The national distribution position of always could not have been
sustained without adequate advertising. This was what prompted adverts with
artistic elements that created the unforgettable appeal in the advert of always for

effective competition and ideal capture of the right market size.
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Literature Review
Bearing in mind that an artist provides entertainment, information and education
services to the audience, the audience becomes emotionally attached to the artist
for objectivity, satisfaction and The artist is a very important creative professional,
whose creativity is required to entertain, inform and educate depending on the area
of practice of the artist. The artist has been defined in various ways by different
scholars. According to Osedebamen Oamen “an artist is anyone who creates,
performs, or provides any form of artistic goods or service that has value, objective
and satisfy human needs within the visual and audio visual creative industries”. (2)
However, by United Nations Economic, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO);
“Artist' is taken to mean any person who creates or gives creative
expression to, or re-creates works of art, who considers his
artistic creation to be an essential part of his life, who contributes
in this way to the development of art and culture and who is or
asks to be recognized as an artist, whether or not he is bound by
any relations of employment or association. (2)
This study having examined the definition of artist it implies that anybody could be
an artist. Within the contest of this study, the theatre artist is particularly
concerned. Bearing in mind that the theatre or performance artist provides
entertainment, information and education services to the audience, hence the
audience becomes emotionally attached to the artist for entertainment, information
and education with value depiction in the cause of performance. The artist to a
large extent constitutes the making of an advert because he has the artistic skill
with which he interprets dramatic plot which the artist could deploy to interpret

advertisement plot. Without the artist the commercial message the advert intends to
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convey may not be commercially inducing enough to bait potential customer for
the product so advertised. This is the meeting point of the artist and advertising.
The emotional dependence of the audience on the artist is the medium through
which the commercial message goes through to the audience. hence the audience is
often convinced to accept the commercial message passed through the artist to
them through advertising of product and service which are objectively presented by
the artist for consumers’ demand and consumption. However, the intent of this
study is to examine the theatre artist, in particularly artistic elements that enable

the artist to function as a factor in advertising.

Theoretical Framework

The importance of the artist and artistic elements are not new to advertising, they
have been from the inception of advertising and in recent time they are gaining
more relevance. This relevance has been acknowledged by scholars in the field of
mass communication, media arts, cultural management and theatre arts, etc. It is on

this ground that Delecia Forbes defines advertising thus;

Advertising: The activity of attracting public attention to a product or
business, by paid announcements in the print, broadcast or electronic
media, or on transport, infrastructure and billboards. The production
of advertising requiresartistic knowledge and skill in the form of film,

music, writing, drawing and graphic design. (7)

Forbe’s definition acknowledged that advertising requires artistic knowledge and
skill in the form of film, music, writing, drawing and graphic design. However, it

omitted drama and theatre arts and their relevant elements which supports
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advertising. It is at this critical junction that Ekeanyanwu, Nnamdi Tobechukwu,

Igwe Chigemezu, Angela Osarieme Igbinoba opined that;

As artful imitations of life, advertising messages typically use one or a
blend of three literary forms: autobiography, narrative, or drama. In
autobiographical messages, “I” tell a story about myself to “you”, the
imaginary audience eavesdropping on my private personal experience.
Other ads use narrative messages in which a third-person persona tells
a story about others to an imagined audience. Finally, in the drama
message, the characters act out events directly in front of an imagined
empathetic audience. The drama form presents a series of events
whose information and sequencing combine to imply a message and
require the viewer to connect the sequences, thereby experiencing the

message rather than having been told. (87)

Ekeanyan et al’s view is a departure from the view of Forbes, this is because they
acknowledged the role of drama and its elements in advertising. The views of
Ekeanyan et al filled the vacuum created by Forbes in the area of the importance of
drama in advertising, hence the views of both authors have build the theoretical

framework which this study shall thrive upon to achieve its objective.

Statement of the Problem

One of the major challenges faced in advertising is ineffective persuasion of
customer to patronize the goods and services so advertised. Therefore, the study
discussed how artistic elements help persuade potential customers. It will help

explain how it appealed to the customer to make them buy the product. Another
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major problem that is been encountered in advertising is the cost of advert. In
respective of the quality of an advert and the quality of the artistic elements
imputed into it the high cost of projecting the advert through the chosen television
station 1in airing the commercial often chase advertisers out of the market. They
tend to look for other means such as billboard and website to advertise their
product. Those who sometimes go for short television commercials has little or no
impact on a product because the audience hardly gets the message that is being
passed across in spite of the quality of artistic elements. It leaves the viewer with
little or nothing to examine or consider. Commercials that last for only 30seconds
or less pass no messages across. The high cost of commercials has constrained
a