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In ancient India theatrical performances were the main attractions for the people. Literary
evidences prove that ancient Indian theatre is a comprehensive one and is a very popular for
entertainment. Cultural arts like dancing, singing, puppet shows etc. were formulated and enacted
from pre-Vedic period onwards. Historically, the origin of dance as a form of entertainment can be
traced in the Indus valley period. The findings of archeological excavations from Mohenjo-Daro
suggest that dance was very much popular in those days. ‘Some of the earliest representations of
scenes of dancing occur in cave paintings found in Mesolithic rock shelters. Subsequently, finds of
sculpture and representations on seals from Harappan civilization (c. 2700- 1800 BCE) have been
taken to represent dancers.”* The posture of grey slate figure of a male dancer from Harappa reminds
of tandava and supports the affinity between the male deity of Harappan culture and later Siva. It
seems that Indus people were interested in theatrical art very much?

Some scholars hold the view that theatrical performances developed from the instinct of
primitive peoples to imitate the action of people and nature around them.® During their leisure they
had cultivated various kinds of fine arts, music, dance etc. Further, it developed as theatrical art and it
provides suitable jobs, artistic engagements and also a source of livelihood for men and women.
Scholars suggest that performance tradition emerged probably from ritual contexts. A.L. Basham
says, ‘as in most other civilizations there is little doubt that the Indian drama developed from ritual
miming song and dance.”* A.B. Keith also shares this opinion. He states, ‘The Vedic ritual contained
within themselves the germs of drama, yet there are nothing but elements of representation.”® Most
probably dancing and singing were regarded as important features of ritual performances. Practice of
various forms of performing arts in the socio-economic life of people has been traced in ancient
Indian literature. ‘In Vedic period, music and dance can be divided mainly under two heads; ritual and
secular/ social.”®

Professional Artistes

The Vedic literature mentions some professional singers, e.g. Karu (Rgveda, 9.112.3), Jarita
and Sita (Atharvaveda, 5.11.8, Vajasaneyisamhita (6.18) and Gayana (Gopathabrahmaga, 1.1.9).
Rgveda also refers to professional dancers (1.192.4). References to dancing and singing suggest that
music and dance performances were held in solo (Rgveda, 1.83.6, 1.92.4, 10.71.11.), duet (Rgveda,
6.63.5, Atharvaveda, 5.12.7) sometimes in chorus (Rgveda, 1.6.6, 1.7.1, Atharvaveda, 4.1.15) form
also.” Atharvaveda (2.36.1) also refers to public dance of women. Such women were known by the
general term Nati, or Natakiya.8 Naryasastra also refers to them. Bharata’s Natakiya was a
professional artiste who received proper training under the guidance of an Acarya. According to the
definition of Bharata, ‘Women who have physical beauty, good qualities, generosity, feminine charm,
patience, and good manners, and who possess soft, sweet and charming voice, and varying notes in
her throat, and who are experts in representation of passion, and feeling, know well of representation
of the temperament, have sweetness of manners, are skilled in playing musical instruments, have a
knowledge of notes, Tala and Yati are associated with the master for the dramatic art, clever, skilled
in acting, capable of using reasoning positive and negative, and have youthful age with beauty, are
known as actresses (Natakiya).”® Later Sarnhitas refer to women participation in theatrical art
especially in music and dance.'® The word nata does not occur in Vedic literature. It is found for the
first time in Astadhyayr of Panini (4.3.110-111) and there it means pantomime.'* Naturally
Mahabhasya (1.4.29) too refers to nata. Post-Vedic literature gives different terms for artistes. Their
arts had different forms. Saildisa in Taittiriyabrahmana (111.4.2.1) denotes an actor skilled in the four-
fold abhinaya. Sailasa is a term often mentioned in many sources in the sense of a dancer. Among the
other artistes Sobhanikas were probably pantomimes and Grantikas were recites. Kusilavas and
Kathaka were referred to as actors.™ Sailasa is mentioned in Ramayana in the sense of an actor."® The
Ramayana records the performance of dance and drama.™ In this connection Nata, Narttaka, Vadaka,
and Talavacaras are other artistes referred to in Ramayana. Ayodhyakanda (6.14) says that artistes had
their own troupes. Mahabharata probably contain references much older than the time of its
compilation and it refers to a very old tradition of professional artistes i.e. Nata, Narttaka, Malla,
Mayavi, Vaitalika, Siita, Magadha etc.”® These professional artistes represent a community consisting
of artistes from both the classical and folk traditions.*® The Buddhist Nikayas and Jatakas also speak
of different types of entertainers. Jataka stories inform that the family of actors learnt and adopted
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their family-art as their family profession. Actors known from Buddhist literature were mostly folk
artistes and they earn money through their art*’

In Arthasastra, Nata is mentioned as a community or a class. Their art was their profession, as
source of their livelihood. Arthasastra mentions Kusilava as actor, and thus it seems that
amalgamation of different performing arts has already begun.® It is generally believed that the term is
derived from Kusa and Lava of Ramayapa of Valmiki, twin sons of Rama who sung Ramayana for
the first time.”’According to Natyasastra Kusilava was an important member of the dramatic troupe
who has to organise different instrumentalists. It is on the basis of his capability, deep knowledge and
unperturbed serenity he was known as Kusilava®

A.B. Keith thinks the mode of formation of the compound Kusilava is strange, in which the
first member represents a woman’s name. Perhaps it was due to the bad morals of such artistes that
later, instead of Kusalava, they came to be known as Kusilava ($ila, meaning manners, with prefix ku,
denoting of bad morals).! “The artistes, whose function was to recite the heroic deeds of ancient kings
in a dramatic style, came to be known as Kusilavas, after the twin brothers of Ramayana. Formerly
they were reciters like later Kathakas but gradually their association with drama deepened and they
became known as actors.”? In Arthasastra they appear as wandering artistes. Bards and dancers
referred to as Viralsiyar, and Vira’%i (men and women of Panar community) occupied a very
important position in Sangam literature. They were very graceful dancers and appeared as wandering
minstrels.?® Actors, Dancers, and other professional artistes, both men and women, were viewed with
disfavour in the Dharmasastras. Thus, all sources prove that in ancient period singing, dancing, acting
and other forms of performing arts were practiced not only as forms of entertainment but also as a
means of revenue and a livelihood at least by some sects of people.
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