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Preface

Indian Festivels

India is a highly populated large country with multiple
linguistic and cultural diversities and different geographical
areas. So the festivals of India, originated and developed under
these circumstances also bear a wonderful richness in nature.
But the writers of India from the remote past to the present
had highlighted the enthusiasm and devotedness of all
ethnical groups in involving festivities, generally connected
with religious or agricultural activities. The Sanskrit term
‘utsava’, generally designated to denote the festivals, also
reveals the zenith of enjoying nature of the Indians. They
work hard throughout the year with the great expectations of
the annual festivals and spend all their earnings for such
celebrations with unbounded happiness and pleasure. Next
to religion and folklore, a significant origin is agricultural. Food
is also such a vital resource that many festivals are associated
with harvest time. Festivals that focus on cultural or ethnic
topics also seek to inform community members of their
traditions; the involvement of elders sharing stories and
experience provides a means for unity among families.

Kalady in Ernakulam district of Kerala witnessed in the
Sree Sankaracharya University a four day international meet
on the Indian festivals in which scholars, teachers and students
from the Indian continent and abroad participated and
presented their experiences and views on a number of topics
related to Indian festivals from Assam to Kerala. This is the
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Aspects of the Festival of Love in
premodern Kerala according to the
Vitanidrabhana, the Sukasamdeéa and
the Pradyumnabhyudaya

Christophe Vielle

Festivals of (the God of) Love (kamotsava) in ancient
India, their connections with larger spring festivals
(vasantotsava), and the survivals of the latter in modern Holi
(holdka), are topics which have already been discussed at
length by scholars'. In Kerala, popular forms of kamotsava
still survive, especially through the purotsavas (“Pooram”)
conducted in several places of Northern Kerala (in Payyannur
region, Kannur district)z.

The present paper concentrates on certain aspects of
Kama festival and worship related to the courtesan milieu, as
described in a bkdnag and a samdesakavya both composed in
central Kerala sometime in the first half of the 14th century,
aspects reflecting most probably local real practices which,
contrastively, are not found in the picture of the Festival given
in a nataka (on a mythological subject) penned by a pious
South Kerala king at the very end of the 13th century.

It will at first focus on what appears to be the earliest
preserved bhana from Kerala: the Vita [nidra] bhana (abbr.
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VNBh)*, that I am in course of critically editing5. Its action
takes place in the courtesan quarter of the prosperous city of
Mahodayapuram (present day Kodungallur), then ruled by a
king named Ramavarman.

Already in the nandi (pronounced by the sutradhara)
praising Kama, there is a reference to the Festival of (the God
of) Love.

Jayati sukytaih pracyair vrttair mithahkalahotsave

Jhatiti dayite jatotkampam pranamavidhayini//
vicalitakucah sarangaksya vilolitakuntalah
Sirasighamitah padaghatah sanipuranisvanah//’

He [= God Kama] is triumphant, by means of the/his
old good practices, during the Festival of the couple
quarrel, as soon as the lover pays homage to the One
by whom the/his agitation arose; He by whom, for the
deer-eyed girl, the breast is shaken and the hair
dishevelled, and by whom there is connection at the
level of the head, beating of the feet, sounding of the
anklets.

In the compound mithahkalaha-utsava, mithah-kalahahas
to be understood, like the compound mithoyodha (“hand to
hand fighting with one another”), as a “quarrel together”,
that is in the privacy of the couple. And this lover’s quarrel is
a'mock or feigned one.

Such a “Festival of the love quarrel”, Pranaya-kalahotsava
or simply Kalahotsava, is still observed in several South Indian
temples, for instance in the Sri Venkateswara Temple in
Tirumala (Tirupati, Andhra Pradesh). However, in the latter
case, we are not dealing, like here, with a Festival of (the God
of) Love. The myth referred to by these temple festivals is a
(real, not feigned) amorous quarrel between Visnu and
Laksmi consecutive to a reported misunderstanding (linked
with the Gajendramoksa-episode, because the Lord forgot to
inform his Consort when rushing to rescue his Devotee), as
described in the paficaratra Sﬁpmfna—samhitd (47.2—36)7.
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Moreover, this Pranaya-kalahotsava is performed on the
9th day of the Brahmotsava in certain temples, or, for instance
in the Tirumala temple, two months after the Brahmotsava,
that is either in September-October or in November-
December.

On the other hand, the Mithah-kalahotsava in the VNBh
is supposed to be performed in March-May, during the spring
season, as confirmed by the second introductory stanza of
the VNBh (pronounced from behind the curtain), which
compares (by means of sexual double entendre) the vasanta
season, i.e. spring, with the wvita, viz. the Gallant, the main
character of the play.

manojiiaih sallapath parabhrtavadhunam vyavaharan
paragais cutanam nibidam anuliptah surabhilaih/
vilobhyadvandvanam kalahakalusanam ghatayita
vitanvann anandam vita tva vasanto vijayate //2/, /8

He is occupied with the charming chats of the female
cuckoos (/of the women nourished by others = the
courtesans); he is densely anointed with the flagrant
pollens of the mango trees (/by the flagrant powders
of the asses); he joins together the couples to be
connected when displeased by quarrel; he brings
happiness: like the Galant, the spring is triumphant.

Spring is commonly celebrated in bhanas, in the early
classical ones such as the Ubhayabhisarika (“The Mutual
Elopment”) of Vararuci, which has its setting in this season,
or the Padmaprabhytaka (“The Lotus Gift”) of Stadraka, which
opens with a description of springg; aswell as in the later ones,
such as the Saradatilaka of Saﬁkarakavilo, the Vasantatilaka of
Varadacarya, and, from Kerala, the Syﬁgdmmaﬁjaﬁ of Ratikara
or the Vasantotsava (unpublished manuscripts) ",

However, spring does not necessarily mean Spring
Festival or Festival of Love such as it is referred to in the
beginning of the VNBh.
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In the VNBh, the Gallant meets in the morning the
courtesan Kalingasena who is bringing her daughter, still a
teenage girl, to worship Kama as a birthday auspicious rite.

adya duhitur janmadinam iti kusumodyane manmatham
devam drastum iti/
“Today, for the birthday of [my] daughter, [we are
going] to see God Manmatha (Kama) in the flower
garden.” (she tells)

The Festival conducted for Kama is also called
Vasantotsava. For the youth, it is marked by sexual intercourse.
In the flower garden when the image of Kama is installed,
courtesans and lovers gather to worship him and co-mingle
in a kind of competition.

nanu visvanugrahini manmathahome suratasampatah/

Is it not during the oblation to Manmatha, favourable
to the world/all, that sexual intercourse happens?

nanu kusumodyane vinivartitavasantotsave
ahamahamikaya sametasu vicitravesarupama-
noharasu varavilasinisu yuvajanesu ca sakala-
yosinmakutaratnabhiitayas caturikayah samnikar-

savarti yauvanonmisitavesakantir asthitah/

Is it not in the flower garden, when the Spring Festival
is performed, when in competition come together the
most charming ladies, attractive through their beautiful
ornaments and forms, and the young men, that is
dwelling the One who arranges the connection for the
skilful (or lovely) girl (caturika) who becomes (viz. is
then made) the crestjewel among all the women, He
by whom the sex-appeal (litt. “desire for/from the
appearance”) is aroused among [this] youth?

From these passages, the following characteristics of the
Festival can be pointed out:
e  The fact that, at least in the quarter of the courtesans

(which is at first concerned by the play), the worship
of the image of God Kama takes place in a special
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garden of flowers devoted to him. One can imagine
a kind of altar or platform for the idol, but no
reference is made here to a real temple for the god.

° The bringing of young girls, before puberty, for
propitiating the god. This is a common feature of
several forms of Kama festivals, first of all the
Poorams of Northern Kerala'?2. However, unlike the
latter, it is not here an organized ritual procession
for all the young girls, but the visit to the god of
only one of them, led by her mother, on the occasion
of her birthday.

° What seems to be a competition between a mixed
group of sexually mature girls and boys for electing
the most beautiful girl. Though comparable, this is
very different from the types of exclusively male
performances that make up the present-day Parakkali
dance with songs, or the Maruttukkali verbal contest
and chanting competition.

In Laksmidasa’s Sukasandesa (roughly contemporary
with the VNBh), at the end of the second (message) part, a
similar competitive peculiarity of the Festival is described:

pumbhih strinam manasijamahe pufijitanam nikete

bhuyahpuspapacayakalaya jayamane vivade/

alihaste vinihitapanau bhusanair nupuradyair

avam eva tvaritam avisavantarudyanavithim//2.81 //13

“When during the festival of love in our abode

With ladies and lovers assembled, a conflict arose

On reaping of flowers, we pledged with our friends our anklets

And quickly entered the bowels of the pleasure garden.”
(Transl. K.P.A. Menon 1996, p. 312)

“On the occasion of a festival of cupid, when the ladies
had assembled at the residence with their partners,
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there arose a discussion regarding the gathering of
flowers. Both of us placing the anklets and other jewels
as pledge in the hands of our friends quickly entered
the recess of the garden.”

(Transl. N.P. Unni 2016, p. 127)

With the help of Manaveda’s Vilasini Commentary
(edited by Unni), it is possible to understand the scene more
precisely.

The poet here reminds us how he, together with his
beloved (courtesan), participate in the Festival of Love
(manasijasya kamasya mahe pujaripe utsave): when the group
of (courtesan-)girls gathered with the group of boys (pumbhih
saha putiitanam rasikytanam strinam) in the waiting place (nikete
mandire : an appropriate place somewhere near the entrance
of the garden of flowers) and when there arose a (sort of
ritual?) conflictual discussion (vivada) regarding the quantity
of many flowers collected (by each couple for the God? or by
each lover for his beloved? bhuyasam bahunam puspanam
apacaye kalaya samarthyena hetund vivade “ksanena prabhuta-
puspa-sampadena tvatio "by aham eva samarthah na tu tvam” ityadi-
rupe jayamane), they both, placing the pledge (vinihitah nyastah
panah glahal parajaya-deya-dravyam ity arthah, tad yabhyam
tadrsau santaw; in this case the (floral) matter which had to be
given for the victory) or the prize (due to the winner, viz. to
the girl who received the most flowers: yad va panah
bhuyahpuspadatur deyam mulyam... anena svacchanda-v
<yava>harayogyatvam aly-anugamana-nisedhas ca vyajyate) in the
hands of the girl friend (ali-haste sakhi-kare, viz. the girl’s
“female friend”), they alone (avam eva, as winners of the
competition), with the (girl’s) ornaments, such as her anklets
etc., sounding (bhiusanair nipuradyaih... sasabdaih), promptly
(tvaritam satvaram, anena sambhoga-tvara sucita) went on
(avisava) the inner pathway of the (flower/ pleasure) garden
(antarudyana-vithim) .

So both in the VNBh and in Laksmidasa’s Sukasamde&a,

SRR
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at the issue of a competition involving a group of courtesan-
girls and a group of boys, a girl is elected for going with her
boyfriend to the pleasure garden of flowers and have sexual
intercourse there with him, which, trivial though it may seem,
is an appropriate manner to honour Kama, the presiding deity
of her community.

In order to identify the other characters of the Spring
Festival of Love as performed in the courtesan milieu of
medieval Kerala, the enquiry should be enlarged to the
contemporary Manipravalam literature of the 13th-15th
centuries (viz. from the Vaisikatantram to the Candrotsavam,
with in-between the three acci-caritams and the Unnunili-
sandésam) 14, Damodara’s Sivavilasa, as well as to the later
Sanskrit and Malayalam bhanas and samdesakavyas from Kerala.

The question remains if these sexually marked aspects
of the Festival of Kima were restricted to the highly educated
and eroticized urban courtesan culture of that time, or
expanded over the whole traditional Nayar society, which, as
it is well known, was matrilineal and characterized, for the
women, by sexual freedom and polyandryls. For, although
nowadays there is no parallel in the popular forms of the
Festival of Love surviving in the Poorams of Northern Kerala,
it is not impossible that such libertine practices were in
existence in former time. Herman Gundert in his Malayalam-
English dictionay, issued in 1872, defines puram, puravelaand
purakkali as “the Saturnalia of Malabar”, so possibly alluding
to licentious aspects of the festival which have now
disappeared.

Already in medieval Kerala, ca 1300 AD, “moral” forces,
defending a strict dharma to be followed by brahmins and
kings, were active at the Court of the dharma-taru-mila-kanda
(one of his bzmdas) Kiupaka king Ravivarman Kulasekhara (ca
1266- 1317) , condemning, for instance, in the jaiminiya-
samhita of the Brahmandapurana (an epic work supposed to
have been composed under that king)”, the adharmic visit
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to courtesans (through the retelling of the Pativratopakhyana,
adh. 38-39)"". The exemplary king himself is described by his
Court poet Kavibhiisana, in the Srirangam temple inscription
(EI 4.18 ed.-transl. Kielhorn/SIT 24.281), as being (unlike
Krsna to whom he is compared) “solely devoted to his own
wife” (svadaraikapara, st. 12) and (whereas all his enemies are
afraid of him) only “ever afraid to look at others’ wives even”
(paradaran api drastum bibhesi tvam hi sarvada, st. 16); similarly
in his eulogy by the poet Samudrabandha (the verses in praise
of Ravivarman serving as examples for illustrating the author’s
commentary on the Alamkarasarvasva), he is portayed as “blind
to others’ wives” but nonetheless “dear to the women of the
ladies’ apartments” (paradaramam andho yadunrpa
Suddhantayositam subhagah, ed. TSS 40, p. 45).

Interestingly, king Ravivarman has authored a nataka type
of drama entitled Pradyumnabhyudaya !9 which was composed
for the sake of being enacted at a procession festival (yatra-
utsava) in the Sri-Padmanibha temple in Thiruva-
nanthapuram (Visnu-Padmanabha being the personal deity
of Ravivarman) and which narrates the heroic deed of
Pradyumna the son of Krsna. Pradyumna is in the same time
well known as being the rebirth of Kama, which allows a rich
double entendre in the play. However, here it is a “martial”
Kama (and behind him the noble figure of Pradyumna) who
is associated with spring in a stanza of the Prologue
reminescent of VNBh st. 1 and 2 :

cute cute parabhytaravaih kalpyate kahalasrih

samnahyante vijayakarinas candandadreh samirah/

avir gandham dadhati taravo ’py astrajalam samantad
udyunkte tanmadhusahacaro jetum wrvim manobhuh //6//

“In every mango tree, the splendour of the battle-drum
is fashioned by the cries of cuckoos;

the victory bestowing breezes of Candana mountain are
armoured and ready for battle;

the trees as well on all sides bear a powerful perfume
which is a bundle of weapons;
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and'so Manobhu [Kama], companion of Madhu
[Spring], strives to conquer the earth.”

(Transl. Chr.R. Austin 2019, p. 80)

In this case ciita means only a mango tree and parabhrta
a cuckoo. The puns are rather on the Pradyumna-Kima
identity. Thus, as pointed out by Austin, the stage manager
thereafter says: “How can that Madhava, the father of Kama
(kamasya janako... madhavah), be described by us?” (st. 8),
meaning both “Spring, the generator of desire” and “Krsna,
the father of Kama [deva, i.e. Pradyumna]”, as it is explained
by the same character just after (madhavanamasamyat) .

In the beginning of the fourth act, we hear that the
heroine Prabhavati, when in the outer garden during the
Festival of the God of Love (madanamahotsava), has seen
(which is a “Great Festival” in itself) Kama in person
(pratyaksamadenasya darSanamahotsavenaiva sa madanotsavah
sampurttah, [chayal p. 51 fn. 49), i.e. the hero Pradyumna, and
since then is suffering from the pangs of love, longing for a
“Great Festival of seeing the Lord again” (tasya mahabhagasya
punardarSanamahotsavah, [ chaya) p. 53 fn. 69). And Pradyumna
experiences the same burning feeling after having “seen her
playing together with her retinue of people in the outer
garden, amidst the handsome demons (she is the daughter
of an asura) who were engaged in the Festival [of Love]”
(bahyodyane saha parijanais tatra samkridamand drsta madhye
danujasudysam utsavavyaprtanam, st. 9ab). F ortunately for the
two lovers, the “Great Festival of Mutual Beholding”
(paraspadarianamahotsava) soon after happens again, this time
in the pleasure grove (pramada-vana), on the bank of a pond;
and under the authority of her guru (who is the friend of
Pradyumna), a union in the Giandharva mode is prescribed
(st. 28), without, however (because of the coming of another

character), it being possible to consummate it right then and
there.

Obviously for the pious Vaisnava devotee, king

ﬁgé—%—

Aspects of the Festival of Love in premodern Kerala according... 201

Ravivarman, the true “Great Festival” of Love was in the
dariana itself, viz. in the “seeing of the Lord” and in the
“mutual seeing” between the noble hero and the shy heroine,
who, during the (demonic?) Festival of Love (“what need of
[such] a Madana Festivall”, kim madanotsavena, [ chayal p. 52
fn. 158, says the heroine’s girl friend), meet in the outer
garden or in the pleasure grove where, however, effective
sexual union does not occur.
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unmarried girls with offerings of flowers seven days successively. The
image is finally given, together with some money, to a Brahman, who
dropsitinto a well. The flowers which have been used to decorate the
image are placed by the girls at the foot of a jak tree.”

Note the reading -pano instead of -panau given twice by Unni (1985,
2016). There is a brief mention of this stanza in M.T. Muraleedharan,
Historical and Cultural Gleanings of Sandesakavyas, p. 214.

See on the courtesan culture (as expressed in Manipravilam literature),
Rich Freeman’s excellent anthropological analysis, pp. 453-457, 469-
475.

See K. Gough, “The traditional kinship system of the Nayars of
Malabar”, pp. 69-73, and in Matrilineal Kinship, pp. 358-372; J.P.
Mencher in Comparative Family Systems; Chr J. Fuller, The Nayars, pp.
2-6. To the 16th-19th centuries European testimonies provided by these
authors is to be added the one by the Jesuit Antoine Thomas (Namur,
1643-1709, Bejing), who on his way to China, passing in Goa in 1680,
wrote from Siam, in 1681, within a report on Christianity in India (Status
Indiae Orientalis, ed. Henri Hosten, “Catholicism in the East Indies in
1680-81. From the Latin of Fr. A. Thomas, S. J. (Siam, Oct. 30, 1681)”,
Jowrnal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal 1938, pp. 503-531), that: “The
very great propensity to lustfulness is so great and so free among the
Malabars, that the very wives are openly common property, and the
Queens themselves are granted to others, the Kings their husbands
allowing this indulgence; hence, among them, the heir-apparent is
never the King’s son, his origin being doubtful, but the son of the
King’s sister. And this they always observe.”

See C. Vielle, “Ravivarman Kulasekhara”, 2011.

See Id. pp. 377-378.
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17.

18.

See S. Smets’ article, pp. 518-519, 524. This intertextual study, however,
does not take into account the peculiar social context of Kerala
underlying the text.

See Christopher R. Austin’s new edition with an annotated English
translation.
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A Literary Representation of the
Talappoli Festival of Kodungallur : The
Rasasadanabana of Yuvara Jakavi

KesavanVeluthat

Kodungallur is a sleepy small town on the West Coast of
India, in the Thrissur District of the state of Kerala, some 45
kilometres to the North of the port town of Kochi. It has a
rich history, going back to the centuries before the common
era. Greco-Roman sailors of the early centuries of the
Common Era hailed it as Muziris, “the first emporium of
India”. Early Tamil literature knew it as Muciri, and described

- it as a port where yavana ships usedto frequent “bringing in

gold and taking away pepper”. The Tabula Putingeriana, amuch
later copy of a map produced in Europe, which purports to
be a map of the roads of the Roman Empire, marks Muziris
with a temple of Augustus. It is believed that the Jews had
reached there as early as the first century C.E.; St. Thomas,
the apostle, is thought to have disembarked in this port to
start his work of proselytization; and the town also boasts of
the very first mosque of India, the Ceraman Masjid. The Jain
epic of Cilappadikaramstates in its colophon that it was
composed in Kunavayirkottam, identified with Matilakam in
the outskirts of the town. In recent years, there is also the
fashion of linking the town with Buddhism."




