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Foreword

THis volume is the 60" book under the Prakashika series of the National
Mission for Manuscripts. The series brings out the critical edition of
unpublished and rare manuscripts. In a significant recent development,
the Ministry of Culture, Government of India has brought the Mission’s
activities and functioning under the Indira Gandhi National Centre for the
Arts (IGNCA) giving it a new synergy, reach and scope.

Natankusa, a sixteenth-century work critiques the theatre of its time and
analyses the practices of a particular sect of actors of Sanskrit theatre. Work
of a purist and classicist author, who brings out in this work the dichotomy
and contradictions of Kudiyattam theatre by pointing out the objectionable
digressions and defects in a performance. He cites great masters of drama
and literary theory. Natankusa is on the whole an invaluable work describing
Kerala theatre of the medieval period. Natankusa instructs the actors to
follow the essence of the play and provides guidance in the manner of

communication with the audience.

This volume provides the Hindi translation of the Sanskrit text from the
pen of a literary genius, none other than Professor Radhavallabh Tripathi,
one of the foremost professors of Sanskrit in India. Dozens of works stand
testimony to his creative writings in English, Hindi and Sanskrit. His
contribution, specific to Sanskrit drama is unparalleled.

I am sure, this volume will be helpful not only for the students and

scholars of dramatics, but the entire society.

Dr. Sachchidanand Joshi
Member Secretary
Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts
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Preface

NATANKUSA is a unique work in Sanskrit written by an unknown author in sixteenth
century ck. In his attempt at critiquing the contemporary theatre, the author makes
a threadbare analysis of the practices of cakyaras (actors) of Sanskrit theatre during
his times. Bringing out the dichotomy and inner contradictions in the practice of
Kadiyattam theatre, he raises fundamental questions regarding the relationship
between the sastra and the loka — the theory and the practice. Utilizing the postmodern
techniques of deconstruction, he has demolished prevailing notions and displayed
an extraordinary scholarship and argumentative skills. The techniques of presenting
the prima facie view and its rejoinder — parvapaksa and uttarapaksa have been
displayed in a masterly manner. The main objections of the author of this work to

the performance of the cakyaras are:
i. Mixing dialects in the original text of a play,
ii. interpretative method of performance, separating abhinaya from the text,
iii. interpolating stanzas and episodes in a play,

iv. distorting the ritualistic structure of pérvaranga — the preliminaries as

prescribed by Bhatratamuni, and above all

v. mixing kriya or kriyanrtta — pure dance unconnected to the sequence of
performance.

The author is a purist and a classicist. He criticizes the improvisational techniques
of the cakyaras as objectionable digressions. Being well versed in several texts of
Kavyasastra, he cites great masters of literary theory like Dandin and Mammata. His
profuse citations from the Natyasastra of Bharata reveal a thorough understanding of
the text. He intends to utilize his scholarship to instruct the actors and reform their
practices. Summing up the defects of a performance, he says that the actors should
specifically follow the directives of the play. They should understand the essence of the
poet. This is the ideal practice. Adding passages and episodes not available in the play
and omitting passages and episodes which are in the original, abridging the original

and expanding it — these are the defects in performance according to Natankusa.

The author of Natankusa intends to discipline the performer with his knowledge
of the Sastra. However, he is unable to appreciate the novelty of improvisations and
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the efforts of the actors to communicate with their audiences. Sometimes he imposes
narrow restrictions overlooking the autonomy and the creativity of the performer.

Despite the harsh criticism, Natankusa is undoubtedly an invaluable work
furnishing a first-hand account of Kerala theatre as practised in the medieval
period. It also provides vivid accounts of Sanskrit plays in performance, especially

Ascaryaciadamani of Saktibhadra.

The present edition of Natankusa is based on manuscripts obtained from the
library of Sanskrit College Tripunithura and Adyar Library and Research Centre,
Madras. I am confident that it will go a long way with the students and researchers of
classical Indian theatre and will also serve as a manual for the practitioners of Indian
theatre according to Bharata’s Natyasastra.

Radhavallabh Tripathi
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* Mahakavi Uloor, Kerala Sahitya Caritram, vol. 1, p. 131.
¢ Ibid., p. 127.
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* S. Kuppuswami Sastri (ed.), 1926, Ascaryaciidamani, Madras, p. 12, quoted by
K. Kunjunni Raja, 1980, Contribution of Kerala to Sanskrit Literature, p. 211.
* M. Winternitz, “Saktibhadra’s Place in the History of Sanskrit Literature”,

Kuppuswami Sastri Commemoration Volume, p. 5. Quoted by K. Kunjunni Raja,
1980, “Contribution of Kerala to Sanskrit Literature”, p. 211.
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