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Melattur's magnum opus 
RANEE KUMAR 

	Melattur Bhagavatha Mela's rendition of ‘Prahalada Charitham' cast its spell on an eclectic mix of audience gathered at Narasimha Swamy temple in Ahobilam. 
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Prahalada Charitram The mythological came alive on the stage. 
It was the narrative of gods told in a dance drama format set against an idyllic backdrop. The venue was a rustic temple street in Ahobilam (Kurnool district) and the stage was set facing the Narasimha Swamy temple entrance. The troupe was none other than the Melattur Bhagavatha Mela from Tamil Nadu. The audience, an eclectic mix of the elite and the local rural folk seated on that very street some in plastic chairs and some on crude carpets spread across on the ground. None stirred till it was past midnight! That is the spell a decades-old dance drama can cast on its viewers.

Melattur Bhagavatars so alike their Kuchipudi counterparts here, are dance-drama-artistes by ancestry. The style is more of Bharatanatyam with a difference though with elements of folk going by the fact of their being mobile troupes earlier. They derive their name from their native village in Thanjavur district. They claim to be migrants of a Telugu stock and their drama scripts bear ample testimony to the fact. Prahalada Charitam (by Melattur Venkatarama Sastry 1743-1809) is perhaps the oldest of Melattur dance dramas in chaste Telugu to be regularly-almost mandatory – staged at the village during Narisimha Jayanthi celebrations. The live orchestra was the backbone of the drama especially the erudite rendition by the vocalists- Narasimhan, Venkatesan and Prabhakaran not to talk of the compelling mridangam player Sriram.

The traditional Purvangam format now revived by this troupe (Melattur Sri Lakshmi Narasimha Jayanti Bhagavata Mela Natya Nataka Sangam) was unveiled by Aravindan's sabdam narrating the theme in a nutshell unfolding into excellent sollukattus in different gatis followed by koutvam and a jaggini daruvu that heralds Lord Vigneswara.

Venkat with a Ganesha mask made for a stupendous figure on stage with his perfect adavus and hasta mudras. His pravesa daruvu blessed the audience, the Bhagavatars and the play as such after which we were told the story of Lord Vishnu and the advent of the ten avatars to save the world from calamities as and when they arose. It was a visual delight to watch his nritta and gesticulations which were the principal prop on which he delineated the Dasavataram in a lucid manner.

Apart from Ganesha (Venkat) there were two characters in this play whose quality of dance is something to write home about. S. Natarajan as Leelavathi and Thalil as Prahlada excelled in nritya with each adavu marked by accuracy, perfect positioning and absolute grace in execution.

Leelavathi's character was melodramatic as far as expression went but Thalil's angikabhinaya and mukhabhinaya were exceptional. His exhaustive footwork and dance throughout the play ever since his pravesam endeared him to one and all by the end of it. His eyes spoke volumes whether in innocence, bewilderment, pain, bhakti or bliss. There was not a single moment in which Thalil was ever seen to have lost either on a footwork or in expression.

Natarajan's female impersonification as wife of Hiranyakasapu has already hit headlines in the past in so many plays. He is par excellence when it comes to dance. Leelavathi character enters with a tera seelai (screen).

The eye movement at that point of time set to jatis is beyond description. Unlike Kuchipudi the pravesa daruvus were not in first person which is quite a relief for to imagine a character mouthing his/her own qualities and beauty is a little too awkward for today's viewers. There is no lip movement either which was also welcome. You don't feel like watching the dancer pant trying to mouth the daruvus and song already being relayed aloud by the accompaniment! The conflict between Leelavathi and Hiranyakasapu over their son had contrasting jatis and footwork with rather overworked abhinaya which is again a folk element.

S. Kumar as Hiranyakasapu was a towering personality tailor-made to the role. But his dance was more of a chindu nrityam with exaggerated expressions throughout the play which bordered on the ridiculous or shall we say comic? He was like the comic villain of Shakerspeare's plays dispelling powerful energy and dialogue delivery but the eye movement and gesticulations watered down the regality of the character. At least this is from the modern day view point. He jumps off the stage towards the end and the dramatic element is further strengthened at this juncture with the audience making space in the centre for him to walk up to the other end of the road where the temple stands and run forth towards the stage brandishing his sword and swearing at the Lord Nrisimha who manifests from behind a make-believe cloth pillar put up centrestage. The God was masked (a la Kathakali style where demonic and divine forces are always masked) and we could hear roars from behind his veiled countenance.

It was a powerful scene where a few actors held the Nrisimha (Venkatasubramaniam alias Ganesh) by angavastrams as if he is ready to go out of control and jump off the stage, and Hiranyakasapu challenging the Lord from the street. But this scene at midnight wearied the audience as it dragged for 20 minutes with neither bringing it to a finale.

It was shocking to see S. Kumar swoon and go hoarse yelling at the Lord and being revived with glasses of water while the Lord character on stage did nothing but deliver a few dialogues threatening to annihilate the demon king. Finally a realised soul that all demons of yore were, Hiranyakasapu tames down and the end is brought around much to our relief with an invocation by Prahlada to the terrifying man-lion divinity.

Later, we were told that the real ‘tearing into pieces' scene was done away with after an incident where the ‘daitya' was actually killed by a fully ‘charged' Narasimha character.

The royal court guards dressed in black and looking grotesque with devil masks reminded one of English satanic forces which wasn't in keeping with a Hindu mythological. Some of the female impersonations looked too real like the hand-maidens of Leelavathi and Bhoomidevi (Vijay Madhav).

Hope to see more such thoughtful gestures at temple towns in taking our performing arts to the common peoples abode

