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Use of Local Legends and mythological stories in

the Literary Format of Kathak :

Oral communication was a strong means of

communication in the Pre-Vedic Era and the Local stories

and myths were a part of the literary segment of this oral

heritage during those times. Later, there developed special

communities of story tellers which incorporated dance and

music to this oral heritage making it a performing art. Now,

its Literature included stories from the various Purans and

Mahakavya also.

“Pracheen Kaal mein Puran, Mahakavya ki Kathao ke

prachar ka madhyam maukhik hi tha. Kalantar mein is

karya ke liye kuch vishisht varg aur jatiya panpi jinka kam

in kathao ko gakar nritya karna tha. Pracheen Grantho

mein aisi Gayak, Kathak, Granthika jaisi anek jatiyo ka

ullekh milta hai”[ ]

As mentioned above, these communities came to be called

as Granthika, Kathaks and the Thematic Literature of their

dances included stories from the Local Legends as well

as from the Purans and Mahakavya in the Pre-Vedic Era..

Period of Sanskrit Literature :

Sanskrit Language became a part of the life of people

during the Vedic and the Post Vedic Era . Popularization

of Sanskrit language led to the vast usage of the language

in the Great Epics of the times like the Vedas as well as

Ramayana and Mahabharata. Mythological stories of these

epics were then used by the communities of Kathak in

the presentation of the story telling format of the dance

form during those times .These were of religious

background only.
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Literature and Dance are closely related to each other. Infact, as mentioned in the Natyashastra, the first dance dramatic form

of the universe was also based on the Mythological event of Amritmanthan which was composed by Bharat Muni..Later, Local

stories, stories from the Purans, Epics etc were used. Hence it can be said that from the beginning itself, Sahitya had been an

important part of all dance forms which underwent several changes with time. Like other dance forms, changes in the use of

Literature has been observed in the Kathak presentations also. Sometimes, it has been utilized for the Epic narrative method

of Kathak as in the Vedic Era while sometimes for the interpretation of Thumri in the Mughal Era, each time from different

Literary sources. “Kathak would be a dead technique with meaningless flourishes and elaborations in the absence of rich

Sahitya in it that forms the basis of this dance.[ ] The Sahitya lends it dignity and gravity of purpose and when presented by

a dedicated dancer, it is imbued with a new and profound importance. The epic narrative method of Kathak through Bhajan

etc. or the Gat Bhava and the Kavit of Kathak demonstrations are actually the result of the contribution of Literature to

classical Indian Dancing through out ages” Thus, throughout times, Literature involving stories ranging from Local Legends,

mythological events to the Poetic compositions of different Poets in different languages have been a part of the Kathak frame.

Everytime, this change has added a new texture to the Literary format of Kathak . This can be explained by turning the pages

of History.
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“Kathak dates back to the Vedic times, when the Epics of

Rig Veda, Mahabharata and Ramayana were composed.

Communities of Kathak wandered around the countryside

conveying the stories of these great epics and myths to

people by means of poetry, music & dance.[ ]

“Ramayana, Mahabharata aur Pauranic kaal mein dharmic

kathayein katha vachako dwara hi sunai jati thi. Katha

sunane vale ko Granthika, Gayak, Kathak kaha jata tha.[ ]

Thus, Sanskritized Literature involving religious stories of

Epics like Ramayana, Mahabharata and Puranas like

Vishnu Purana, Krishna Purana, Shiva Purana were used

in the presentation of Kathak and other dance forms in

the Vedic and Post Vedic Era which led to their all round

development.

“Sanskrit Exercised outstanding influence on the artistic

life of people and hence it’s rich literature supported all

round development of the various arts in the country

including classical dance forms.”[ ]

Use of Local Languages in the Literature of Kathak

during Vaishnavism :

During the medieval era, Sanskrit was replaced by the

development of the local languages in all parts of the

country which enhanced the importance of Literature

involving regional languages in it and the use of such

Literature in the various classical art forms.

“During medieval period (1300AD – 1800AD), in content

and theme, dance was conditioned by the growth of

regional literary traditions which in turn were influenced

by the shifts in the religious emphasis.”[ ]

Kathak too incorporated local Regional languages into it’s

Literary format. Rise of Vaishnavite cult had an important

bearing on the development of this aspect of Kathak. i.e.

Vaishnavism led to the use of poetic compositions of the

Bhakti poets in regional languages, in the Literature of

the Classical dance form.

“With the Advent of Vaishnav cult in the 15 th century,

Kathak received a strong patronage.[ ] The Radha

Krishna themes became increasingly popular. The Bhakti

poetry woven around Radha Krishna legends was

profusely used by Kathak dancers.”

Summing all, we can say that Period of Vaishnavism was

the period of use of  Bhakti poetry in regional languages

in the Literature of Kathak, woven around the Radha

Krishna legends.

Use of Local languages in the Literature of Kathak

during Mughal Period :

During the Mughal Era also, the story telling element gave

way to expressional dancing in Regional Languages, more

often steeped in romantic fervor, in Kathak.

“The themes of the  Kathak dance were now no longer

confined to myths & legends of Hinduism.  Mughal period

saw emergence of new musical forms & styles of singing

like Thumri, Dadra, Ghazal that blended appropriately with

the mood and ambience of Mughal courts. This opened a

new vista of romantic themes for expression that balanced

the earlier predominant and earthy content of the erotic

sentiment, & gave a new scope for enactment of new

theme based on Nayak-Nayika Bhedas.”[ ]

From above, we may assume that Kathak shifted from

the Religious background to the  romantic  side which led

to the use of Nayak-Nayika themes in the art form. Also,

Literature of the classical dance now included Poetic

compositions of the expressional presentations of Thumri

and Ghazal in Regional languages especially Braj Bhasha

and the Awadhi or  the Persian Language respectively.

Apart from this,  more of technical elements like Tora,

Tukra,  footwork, layakari etc. were added in the technical

aspect of Kathak . Consequently, bols of Tat, Thai, were

added into the Literary stream of Kathak.

Hence,  we can say that the Mughal Era marks the use of

Poetic Literature with the compositions in Awadhi, Persian

and other Regional languages in Kathak but this time,

interwoven with the stories of Nayak Nayika Bhedas

Difference in the literary format of Kathak within

the Gharanas:-

Fall of the Mughal Empire made many artists migrate from

the capital to seek employment in the provincial states

under local Rajas and the Nawabs after the 18th century.

The influence of the court and the temple gave rise to

different aspects of the dance form. While Kathak

survived largely in the temples as traditions of Rasa Lila,

the court dancers also shaped themselves into a fine

expression of art with the aim of pleasing the patrons who

happened to be the rulers of small native states.

Consequently, two schools of Kathak came into existence.

One was Lucknow and other was Jaipur School of Kathak.

Also, Literature used in both the  Gharanas got modified
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differently with respect to the regional languages, regional

stories and poetic compositions used in them.

Dancers of Rajasthan  had no compulsion to dilute the

dance form under the patronage of Hindu rulers. “Jaipur

mein 15 shatabadi mein lagaya gaya kathak nritya ka

paudha satvik vatavaran mein gaurav se panapata raha.

Rajasthan veeron ki bhumi hai, ataha nritya ke madhyam

se veer gathaon ko prastut kia jata tha. Jaise- Rajput

Ramni, Dhola Maru, Veer Tejaji.”[ ]

Thus, dancers of the Jaipur Gharana employed thematic

Literature of local background like Dhola-Maru and that

too in Local  languages like Rajasthani or Hindi Language.

On the other hand, Dancers of Lucknow gharana became

more focused in employing the verses written by Great

Kathak doyen of 18th century,  Mj . Bindadin . Works of

Harishchandra of Benaras,, who wrote in Braj Bhasha

dialect,  Dinkar, Nirala, Neeraj, Harivanshrai Bachhan got

incorporated into the Literature of  the Kathak fold.

Contribution of Nawab Wajid Ali Shah is also noteworthy

in this respect.

“Nawab Wajid Ali Shah himself composed many

productions of Rahas which were based on Indian themes

of Rasa  lila but were set in Persian background.”[ ]

From above, we can say that  in Lucknow Gharana, the

works of Nawab Wajid Ali Shah, Mj. Bindadin etc. got

incorporated into the Literary grammar of Kathak which

were based on Radha Krishna  themes of Ras Lila. Also,

Literature used was in Braj Bhasha and Persian language.

Consequently, we observe that the Literary background

came out to be different in the two differet Gharanas of

Kathak owing to their respective origin, traditional

background and the socio-political environment.

Use of Literature in Modern Period :

The modern age views Kathak as multi lingual and multi

cultural  dance drama form as it is considered as best

suited for balletic presentation on account of its fluidity,

scope for improvisation and its capacity for adaptation.

Ever expanding thematic ranges  are being employed in

the present day Kathak form which includes mythological,

abstract  and symbolic themes.

Mythological themes, captured from the various literary

sources like Vedic literature, para and post puranic

literature, has been worked out in the repertoire of Kathak

dance by the Great Kathak exponents. Lachchu Mj.

Composed a ballet on Lord Krishna’s theme-“Malti

Madhav “ while Pt. Ramlal created a dance drama based

on the love legend of Rani Roopmati and Baaz Bahadur.

Some of the Kathak exponents have even composed ballets

on Sanskrit Classical dramas like Madam Menaka

presented a ballet composition based on one of the Sanskrit

Natakas of Kalidasa–“Malvikagnimitram”

Besides the traditionally accepted devotional and

Shringaric Literature pertaining to Bhakti and Reeti  Kaal

which includes poetic compositions of Tulsidas, Surdas

etc., some contemporary Kathak performers have

attempted to dance to the compositions of modern age

poets. Eg. Alpana Vajpeyi presented  a group composition

on “Juhi ki Kali”, a poem by “Nirala” in 1991 while

Jagannath Prasad  produced a Ballet, “Kamyani”, hindi

Epic composed by Jaishankar Prasad. Similarly, abstract

and symbolic  themes have also been experimented by

the Great Kathak Gurus of Modern age. Eg .- Pt. Rajender

Gangani produced a ballet, “Srijan Leela” in 1988 depicting

perpetual play of creationat the cosmic plane.  Similarly,

Pt. Birju Maharaj. created a group number,

“Varnabhavna”, based on the theme as to how different

colours inspire different moods.

Apart from the mythological and contemporary themes,

socio cultural themes have also begun to make a mark on

the stage. Uma Sharma’s “Stree” portrayed position of

women through out  the ages  while “Ardh Shakti”,

attempted by Chetna Jalan, carried a picture of the  fast

decay of moral values in the present society. Social issues

such as environment integration or situations relating to

caste or untouchability and human rights and contemporary

poetry has also found its way in Kathak repertoire. Various

dance enactments based on the incidents of the lives of

Mahatma Gandhi, Swami Vivekanand have been

performed. Transcending the barriers, English and Urdu

languages are also used in Kathak productions. “Shovana

Narayan’s Moonlight impressions had dance material

taken from not only Hindu sources but from Islamic and

Christian Sources.”[ ]

“These efforts indicate the determination with which issues

and concerns as a result of Globalization, Multi-Culturism,

technological advancements, change in the aspiration and

desires, have been addressed by the artists. They clearly

send a message that the art form is ever pulsating, vibrant
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and forward looking. The strides made by the practitioners has enriched the dance tradition of this sub-continent,

keeping intact the spirit and flavor of the 2000 year old dance from”[ ]

Thus, as described above, Literary elements  in terms of themes and languages used in Kathak underwent number of

changes in the Modern era under the Impact of Globalization of the world.

Conclusion :

Concluding the work, we can say that the various types of literature, including different types of themes and languages,

have been used in Kathak throughout the different historical epochs which has expanded the literary boundaris of

Kathak. These Changes or Innovations in one time have now become a part of the Tradition today.

The inner quest for creativity by the Kathak artists has added new dimensions at various points which may have been

the Path breakers and Innovation at that point of time, but due to vast acceptance, have now become part of Tradition

today”[ ]

Thus, such Innovations in the use of Literature in  Kathak have not only brought a change in the  format of the art but

also have helped in the enrichment of the classical dance form thus Presenting it as a highly sophisticated and

polished form on the Global Platform..
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