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Abstract: A birds’-eye-view of some of the factors contributing to rasa in the performance of Kathakali
has been presented with typical examples for different rasas such as srrigara, hasya, karupa, raudra, vira,
bhayanaka, bibhatsa, and adbhuta. An overview of various rasa-drstis, abhinayas and other factors in Ka-
thakali, evoking rasa in the sahydayas (spectators) have been touched upon briefly.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Kathakali - the traditional classic dance-drama performance of Kerala, has been attracting the attention
of connoisseurs (sahydayas) world-wide ever since its beginning in the form of Ramanatrar as early as the
‘sixteenth or seventeenth century of the Common Era’ (Bharatha lyer, 1983). ‘Abhinaya is the dexterous
expression of environment and emotion by the actors’ (Matasseri Madhava Warrier, 1955). Here, bhava-
rasa holds prime importance. It has four branches as -

1. Axgika - It is the abhinaya using movements of six asigas and six uparngas such as head, hand, chest,
waist, sides, feet, eyes, eye-brows, nose, lips, chin and cheeks.

2. Vacika - Trying to understand things through words, dialogues, and sounds.

3. Aharya - Dressing up with costumes suitable for the nature and stature of the casts.

4. Sattvika - It is the abhinaya showing eight sattvika states such as stambha, romarica, sveda, svara-
bhanga, vepathu, vaivarnya, asru and pralaya (Matasseri Madhava Warrier, 1955).

1.1. Rasabhinaya in literature

The famous sloka suggested by Naryasastrakara for absolute delight, is given as -

“yato hastah, tato drustih; yato drustih, tato manah,

yato manah, tato bhavo; yato bhavah, tato rasah”, which means - “The eyes of the actor should follow his
hands; mind should follow the eyes and bhava the mind. Appropriate rasa originates from that bhava’. The
methods of acting prescribed for the expression of different rasas have been detailed in the Natyasastra of
Bharatamuni (Adya Rangacharya, 1996). Adya Rangacharya in his critical notes on the Natyasastra de-
scribes the acting methods to be followed for the expression of eight rasas (Adya Rangacharya, 1996).
According to the Bharata-rasa-karikas, the abhinayas for various rasas are described in minute detail with
descriptions of the various bhavas involved (Vedabandhu, 1985). Literature reports nine rasa-drstis for the
rasabhinaya in Kathakali (Natanakalanidhi Gopinath, 1958, Vattapparampil Peethambaran, 2012). These
include kanta-drsti for syrgara rasa along with others such as hasya, karura, raudra, vira, bhayanaka,
bibhatsa, adbhuta, and santa rasa-drstis. Guru Gopinath describes the acting of nine rasas in detail (Natana-
kalanidhi Gopinath, 1958).
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Srngara

‘Kanta-drsti consisting of a side-glance with a little beautiful raising and motion of eye-brows, a smile on
the lips and a pleasant countenance could lead to srrgara rasa’ (Natanakalanidhi Gopinath, 1958). Besides,
the slow pace f steps and the verses in the Patifijasram give sufficient time for the actor to enact the verses
with appropriate mudras and expressions.

Hasya

‘Hasya is enacted by raising one eye-brow only, drawing the vision in, shrinking of nostrils, slight black-
ening of eye-lids and brightened facial colour (Natanakalanidhi Gopinath, 1958).

Karupa

The gaze for karupa rasa consists of ‘depressed eye-lids, pupils directed towards the end of nose and tears
in the eyes’ (Natanakalanidhi Gopinath, 1958).

Raudra

‘The rasa-drsti for the abhinaya of raudra consists of cruel, intense look with swollen eye-lids, staring
pupils and curved eye-brows’ (Natanakalanidhi Gopinath, 1958).

Vira

‘Reddish blazing eyes, wide open with pupils looking straight and with seriousness are used to enact vira-
rasa’ (Natanakalanidhi Gopinath, 1958).

Bhayanaka

Bhayanaka is enacted by the following facial expressions. ‘Slow raising of eye-brows, first sequentially,
and then together; bulging out of pupils and looking both sides frequently; expansion of nostrils; trembling
of cheeks with lips drawn inwards; turning neck both sides; and colour of face changing from black to red’
(Natanakalanidhi Gopinath, 1958).
Bibhatsa

The rasa-drsti for bibhatsa involves ‘drooping eye-lids, hanging pupils and constricted eyes’(Natana-
kalanidhi Gopinath, 1958).

Adbhuta

‘Adbhuta rasa is enacted by protruded pupils and slightly tilted looks with slightly expanded
drsti’(Natanakalanidhi Gopinath, 1958).
1.2. Some examples of rasabhinaya in Kathakali

Expressions of the eight rasas mentioned by Bharatamuni in his Natyasastra can be seen at its best
forms in some of the Kathakali performances, as outlined below:-

Srngara

A number of variations of syrgara rasabhinaya can be seen in Kathakali, depending upon the nature of
the character as pacha (eg. Krisnan), or katti (eg. Duryodhanan or Kicakan). In the former, the patifijarran
(dance with a slow pace) and the beautiful picturesque and melodious verses make it all the more enjoyable.
A typical example is the syigara rasabhinaya of Krisnan with Rugmini and Radha in Narakasuravadhasm
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starting with the verse “Cancalaksimare varika”. The sweet description of the ambience (garden) along with
the dvitiyaksara-prasa of the verses add to the relish of syigara rasa.

Another example is that of King Nalan (in Na/acaritar: - Second day) starting with the verse, “Kuvalaya-
vilocane, bale...” with a beautiful description of Damayanti. This is also equally superb in the abhinaya of
srngara rasa.

Even the syrgara rasabhinaya of katti characters such as Duryodhanan and Kicakan can be enjoyed from
different perspectives. Thus, for example in the patifijarrarin of Duryodhanan and Bhanumati in Uttara-
swayarvararn, starting with the verse, “Kalyani kanka mama vallabhe!...”, there is a description of the
beauty of garden (vibhava) in the first caraza and that of Bhanumati in the carapas 2 to 4. The famous
‘Ekalocanari’ verse comes as the third carapa, which stands as a touch-stone for the rasabhinaya expertise
of the actor. The verse goes as -

“Koki nin mukhan kandu, candranennu cinticcu, ekantam: virahatte sazikiccita,
Ekalocanari kondu kopamoru ninneyurm:, sokamogaparera nokkunnu patiyeyurm:”

Here, with one eye the actor has to express the pain of separation of hen-koki bird from its mate at dusk,
and look with anger in the second eye at the moon which was instrumental for separation. For a perfect
abhinaya of this scene, bhavas of soka and krodha should reflect in the eyes of the actor, simultaneously
(Chavara Appukkuttan Pillai, 2009). Also, there are two beautiful descriptions in the fourth carana, as -

“Kekikalita ninze kesa-bhangiye kandu, karkondaliti modalarirunnu,
Makandarkura-jalamasvadiccatimodari, kokilaziga/lumanukoolamay parirunnu.”

Having seen the dark beautiful hair of Bhanumati, peacocks dance happily, misunderstanding it as dark
clouds in the sky; and cuckoos sing melodiously, having enjoyed the taste of flower-buds of mango-tree.

In contrast to the above, the verse for srrgara rasabhinaya of Kicakan to Malini (Sairandhri) is one
sided. It goes as -

“Malini rucira-gura-salini kelkka nz, malinimel vara tava maninimar-maule.
Tandarsara-sara-nira kondu mama, kondalveni mana-taril indal valarunnu.”

The aesthetic beauty of the same with imagery and dvitiyaksara-prasa can be savoured by any sahrdaya.

Another syigara pada with super imagination can be found in the second carara (second padas; first act)
of Daksayagam where Daksan says to Vedavalli, as —

“Panimati-bimbas mukhasamamiha te, paxni turarumpo/ amsu-mukalite
Vanaje ! Dusthitanar vidhi ninari, matiyakki bata ! silpavidhanari.”

Comparing her face with moon, he says that Brahma stopped his process of creation seeing the beauty of
her face!.

Hasya

Satirical comedy (Aksepa-hasyarir) can be seen very much in the boastful arguments between Arjuna and
Kirata in the eighth act of Kiratas. This is seen in the words of Kirata such as —

“Kalla-krisnanennullavan kollam cangati, bhallil kuravuZlonalle...”

Apart from above, the lokadharmi abhinaya between Bali and Sugriva in Balivadhas: and that between
Trigarttan and Malayan in Nizhalkuttu are typical examples of hasya-rasabhinaya. In the former
(Balivadhar), priorto the fight between Bali and Sugriva , they make funny gestures and imitative sounds
characteristic of monkeys. In the latter (Nizhalkuttu), when Trigarttan prohibits the entry of the magician
Malayan to the fort of Duryodhanan, Malayan uses his supernatural magical powers to freeze and control
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the body movements of Trigarttan to his whims and fancy. Both of the above lokadharmi abhinayas are
very much entertaining even to the normal spectators, since there is no need for pre-requisite knowledge of
mudras, etc.

Karupa

Karuna rasa is prominent in many of the arrakkathas such as Duryodhanavadhari, Nalacaritan, Rug-
mangada-caritasm, etc.

The pathetic state of Draupadi during vastraksepa in kaurava-sabha in the arrakkatha Duryodhanav-
adhasm, is a classic example. Following the order of Duryodhanan, Dussasanan hurls Draupadi to the sabha,
snatching her by hair. The scene of laments of helpless Draupadi and her plea for help certainly arouses
compassion and pity in the hearts of sahydayas. Draupadi’s prayer to Lord Krisna starts in Act 6, with the
verse —

“Ha Ha Krisna Krisna Hare ! Ha Ha Kripanidhe Saure!
Ha Ha Mukunda Murare ! Ha Ha Dinabandho Pahi...”

Karuna rasa is very much there in Nalacaritas, spread through-out from first to third day of the arrakka-
tha.

In Nalacaritam - 1st Day (Act 2) when King Nalan captures the golden swan, it laments pathetically,
evoking karupa rasa. It is expressed by the well-known verses in cararas 1 and 2 as -

“Janakan maricu poy; tanayan njanoruttan en -
Janani tanze dasayizgane; api ca mama dayita
Kaliyallanaticirasita pranan kalayumati vidhura;
Ennal kulamitakhilavurm aruti vannitu...”. - (carana 1)

“Cerutum pizha ceyyattorenne konnal, bahu duritamundu tava bhizpate;
Manasi-ruci-janakar, enze ciraku mani-kanakam, itu kondaka nz dhanikan;
Ayyo ! Gupavum anavadhi dosamayitu...”. - (carana 2)

The swan foresees the possible consequences of his death and despises the king and self.

The pitiable state of Nalan after repeated failures in game of dice with Pushkaran, is well brought out by the
following verse in Na/acaritas: - 2nd Day (Act 5), as —

“Uninnastha kurafiju ; nidra nisayiznkal polumillateyay,

Venrunnorotor abhimukhyasm oru neras nasti;

Naktarm-divam kanum, ponnu prattu-ninnu karayus: bhaimi;
Nalannantike tanursz, Pushkaranum, tadiya vrusavum nalamatillarume.”

The verse starting, “Loka-palanmare...” in todi raga by Nalan in Na/acaritam - 3rd Day, also evokes
karupa rasa in sahydayas. The verse, “Vijane bata...” in todi raga of Bahukan in Act 6 (Na/acaritasm - 3rd
Day) is yet another example where Nalan in the form of Bahukan laments, thinking over the probable
pathetic state of Damayanti in the forest. The lament of the snake Karkkodakan, entrapped in the forest fire
(Act 3; Na/acaritarm - 3rd Day), starting with, “Kazutiyil paticene...” is also meant for expression of karupa
rasa.

In Rugmarngada-caritas, being bound by his truthful pledge, King Rugmangada is prompted by Mohini
to cut-off the head of his son Dharmangada, keeping him in his mother’s lap and without shedding even a
single drop of tear. The helpless state of Rugmangada paves way to karuna rasa, as reflected by the verse
in todi raga in the 9th Act, as —

“Avatendevari isvara, Mohinikkentennil vairaz: ?
Snehamritanandatmike ! Pavanangi ! catikkolla.”

[JCRT25A4135 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | j646


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 4 April 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882
Raudra

Raudra rasa is variously expressed in characters such as Raudra-bhiman in Duryodhanavadhasm and
Narasimhar: in the sixth Act of Prahlada-caritasm:.

Expression of raudra rasa is very much prominent in the killing of Dussasanan by Raudra-bhiman in the
15th Act of Duryodhanavadhar, starting with the verse of Bhiman as —

“Andhamate! Tisza; kim dhavati bhavan?, Andhatmaja! Ninze raktam kuticcuzan,
Bandhuragatri Pancali tan veniye, Bandhippanennu/la satyam kazhikkuvan.”

Also, raudra rasa is manifested in its peak in the scene of Narasimhar killing Hiranyakasipu, following
the sloka - “Tatkalanalpakapyat - sva-vadana-kuhara...”. The special effects used and roaring of Narasim-
ham add to the overall effect of expression.

Vira

Expression of vira-rasa is also very much common in the pacca and katti characters of Kathakali. Vala-
lan’s encounter with Trigarttan in Uttara-swayamvaram is a typical example. After the release of captured
herd of cows, and King Virata from Trigarttan, Bhimasenan in disguise of Valalan, challenges Trigarttan
for a combat. He says -

“ MadHamate ! Rapa-narakamaruka pataccarakira !
Kiira-karmarngal phaliccizumennorttizate, paravamundenkil vannaguttizuka.
Oliccu vannu gokkale, teliccu-kondu pokate, veliccattu vata, povanayacciztumo?
Kaliccitenam onnagarkkalattil namukkatinu, vi/iccizunnita ninne Valalanahar.”

A similar example for vira-rasa can be seen in the call of the Mallan for fight (with Valalan) in Act 6 of
Kicakavadhari. The verse in Madhyamavati raga is given as —

“Coriccu-ninnu param, kuraccizur kukkurasm, kariccizukayillenna samsayam
Mariccitenda namme jayiccukoZ/amennu, koticcizunnaterkil vannazukka ni.
Ariccu viravoru tagicca ninzeyural, poriccizuvanennu dharikkapar.”

Here, the dvitiyaksara-prasa and the appropriate selection of words help to keep the vigour and tempo high,
as required for expression of vira-rasa.

Bhayanaka

Examples of abhinayas involving bhayanaka rasa are there in Nizhalkuttu and in Ambarisa-caritas. In
the arrakkatha Nizhalkuttu, the black magician / mantravadi (Malayan) brought by Duryodhanan to his pal-
ace refuses initially, to kill the pandavas by capturing their shadows. Hearing that, Duryodhanan tortures
him physically and threatens to kill him, then and there itself. The gestures and look of fear on the face of
Malayan in a helpless state reflect bhayanaka rasa. Threatening the Malayan (in the 14th Act),
Duryodhanan says —

“Nannera ! Malaya sadHa ! vakkuka/; onnukitiyava collera, niyiha !
Ennalappozhe tire nandiketra vakkukal connoru nakku khandiccenniye vita ninne.
Ennabhiprayam pole innutannakkallare, konnizunnéakil tannizar tava jivan.”

Another classic example of bhayanaka rasa can be seen in the pathetic flight of Durvasavu Maharshi
being chased by Sudarsana-cakra in Ambarisa-carita.

Bibhatsa
The costume / make-up of the actor also has a great role in evoking the bibhatsa rasa in the spectators.

Examples are, that used for showing the mutilated / deformed body of Siarpanakha (in Kharavadhari) or
that of Nakratundi (in Narakasuravadharm).
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The appearance of Sarpanakha is described in the opening sloka of Act 11 in Kharavadhavi, prior to the
words of Surpapakha, as —

“Srr Ramanozu Janakatmaja collumappo! ; Virepa sa Raghuvarasya sahodarena
Arannikruttaghana-karra-kucatighora; Sri Raghavam niranunasikametya connal.”

In Narakasuravadham (Act 4), Jayantan’s words prior to deformation of Nakratundi is given thus -

“ Arpojaksikale hariccoru nin karpa-nasika-kuca-krundanamiha
Tarpam ceyvan kandukolka nz; nirpayamatinunzdu me karale.”

Adbhuta

Adbhuta rasa is also expressed and experienced at times during Kathakali performances. Two such con-
texts are the Visvarapadarsana abhinaya of Duryodhanan in Duryodhanavadhas: and the realisation by
Avrjunan in Kiratas that the Kiratan with whom he fought was indeed Lord Siva, for pleasing whom he was
doing penance.

The former scene occurs at the end of the opening sloka of Act 10 in Duryodhanavadhas when Lord
Krisna appears in Visvaripa in front of Duryodhanan and Dussasanan who insult him. Overwhelmed with
adbhuta rasa both of them get fainted. In the sloka it is described as -

“Sadhanarthamiti bruvantamajitam tvandhatmajoyam jagat -
Bandhum tam bhavabandhanachidamaho bandhum yadarabdhavan
Sarvabrahmamukhamarasuranaraksoni samudradikari
Visvam svatmani darsayan sa bhagavan visvakruti san babhau.”

In the latter scene (Act 8 of Kiratasz) Arjunan is struck with wonder which gradually transcends to bhakti
bhava. Having seen his flowers of worship falling on the head of Kiratan, realisation dawns upon him and
he prays with absolute devotion, as -

“Manmatha-nasana mama karmamevamo?
Janmamozurguvan varam kalmasare tarepame.
Devadeva tava pade avolam jnan arpiccoru
Puvukal kapunnitallo kevalam kattala-maulau!
Antakari bhagavan tan entitenne catikkayo?

Ventinkal tellita kanden hanta veran tan talayil.”

1.3. A few observations on rasabhinaya and factors contributing to rasa
1.3.(a). Rasabhinaya

It can be noted from the general practice of Kathakali abhinaya that there are some standard mudras,
rasa-drszis and facial expressions that are used widely for evoking different rasas, The effectiveness (siddhi
/ perfection) of such an abhinaya depends on the expertise of the actor. However, apart from this, the mano-
dharma-abhinaya of the actor plays a major role in evoking rasa in the sahydayas / spectators. A skilful,
dexterous actor can make a remarkable difference in expression of the nuances, background and details of
a particular context through manodharma - abhinaya. Many famous Kathakali actors of the past were known
for that, as well. An imaginative sahrdaya, well-versed in the atrakkatha can fully comprehend the gestures
(facial expressions and mudras) of the actor and get aligned with the thought processes of the character on
stage. Thereby he/she can appreciate the abhinaya better and enjoy the underlying rasa to a maximum.

Among the abhinayas of the lady characters of Kathakali, two types of dances such as sari nyttam and
kummi nyttas need special mention (Kalamandalam Keshavan, 1980). The lasya abhinaya of the former
with appropriate steps, mudras and rasa-drstis, and the co-ordinated movements of the latter synchronised
with the verses and ta/a contribute a lot for the rasanubhiiti.
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The kalasas at the end of each colliyattam is yet another source of rasa. In its varied forms, asra-kalasas
are generally used in Kathakali, to suit specific occasions (Kalamandalam Keshavan, 1980, Nayar, 1990).
These kalasas help a lot in providing a fitting finale at the end of the recitation of the padas and to give an
indication of the essential nature of a character.

Regarding the enactment for different rasas specific patterns have been mentioned (Bharatha lyer, 1983).
In the words of Bharatha lyer, “...unlike raudra where speed intensifies tension and dramatic effect, syrigara
acquires dramatic beauty by a more leisurely treatment...Love scenes are therefore patifijarrams (literally
leisurely or slow-moving dance). The texts of these love scenes are highly poetic and romantic. The glances,
postures, gait and facial expressions employed are so sweet, graceful and suggestive of the animating emo-
tion that the actors look like embodiments of radiant love” (Bharatha lyer, 1983). “Some of the syngara
padas are well known to be enacted effectively in Keliyatram, Ekalocanasm:, and Madagajayanari. The spe-
cial greatness of Kathakali is embedded in its expertise. The expression and conveyance of rasas through
the movement of limbs, glances, facial expressions, and mudras creates a unique experiential world” (Kar-
machandran, 2008).

It can be seen that in Kathakali performances, both loka-dharmi and naryadharmi abhinayas are widely
predominant. Though both can be enjoyed by all sahrdayas, it is those who are having a higher level of
aesthetic appreciation and knowledge (of arrakkathas and Kathakali abhinaya) who can enjoy the perfor-
mances better. In naryadharmi abhinayas, the mudras (hand gestures and facial expressions) are almost
always standardised and well defined. An experienced Kathakali spectator (sahydaya) can grasp them im-
mediately and ‘enjoy continuously’ as the performance progress, however long it may be.

1.3.(b). Other factors contributing to rasa

Other six stages of Kathakali, before the main kathabhinaya are also equally enjoyable (Karmachandran,
2008). They are, Suddha-maddalasiz, Torayan:, Vandana-slokari, Purappad, and Melappadari. The rasa
resulting from the percussion skills of the performers on cenda, maddalas:, cengila, and ilattalas: can be
relished by itself.

Further, the unique style of singing by the background singers (Ponnani and Sizkizi) supported by the
percussion, giving deliberate emphasis on certain words, intonation, pauses and repetition (for the actor to
enact fully) can also be enjoyed by itself. Thus for example, the synchronisation of the talas (particularly
cenda and maddalasm, with the hand/limb movements of the actor) makes the performance all the more
enjoyable. In the rendering of verses, various ragas are well known for their potential to generate different
rasas, as for example - Sasikarabharanam for syngara, Balahari for hasya, Todi, for karupa, Sarasigam for
raudra, Madhyamavati for vira, etc. That is why the melody of kathakali-pada is so appealing to the sa-
hrdaya audience, as well.

The unique face-painting (cugsi), its attachments, head-gear, ornaments and brilliant costumes depicting
the nature of different characters such as pacca, katti, tadi (white and red), kari, and minukku can be appre-
ciated and enjoyed by even the lay-person among the spectators. Traditionally, the prominent rasa for pacca
is sragara, and that for katti is vira. Also, the rasas for tadi and minukku are raudra and karuna respectively.
The above-mentioned make-up and costumes have a great role in supplementing the rasa component of
aharyabhinaya. Besides, the occasional unique sounds, screams (and ‘gogvas’) made by certain characters
add to the beauty of this type of abhinaya.

Factors such as the mode of rendering of verses, synchronisation of tala with the enactment of verses,
different steps; their paces and pauses, beauty of the attire and make-up of the actors etc., also contribute
for effectively evoking rasa in Kathakali. Depending upon the capability for aesthetic appreciation of the
sahydaya; his/ her outlook and knowledge of atrakkatha, the ensuing rasa could be relished most. Besides,
the tanmayibhava of the sahrdayas with the characters on stage (with respect to their mental processes),
through the process of sadharanikarapa, enable the former to relish the intended rasa at its highest level.
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CONCLUSION

The factors contributing to the expression and enjoyment of rasa in Kathakali may be summarised as
follows:-

1. The four types of abhinaya such as arngika, vacika, aharya, and sattvika are used by the actor for ex-
pression of rasas and create rasanubhti in the sahydayas (spectators).

2. Though the padas and ta/a-me/as of Kathakali can be enjoyed by themselves, in the performance these
are used synchronously and harmoniously with the acting, to generate a unique experience of rasa for
the spectators.

3. The aesthetic appreciation capability of the sahydayas (based on repeated observations of Kathakali
performance, knowledge of arrakkathas and mudras) is a key factor in his/her rasanubhuiti.
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