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Theatre, Acting
and the Image of the Actor
in Abhinavagupta’s Tantric Sources’

JUDIT TORZSOK

A considerable number of Sanskrit plays that depict saiva tantric
practitioners have been subject to detailed analysis to obtain more
information about tantric currents in classical India. This is per-
haps particularly true for kapalikas, who figure conspicuously in
several classical plays.' This paper proposes to look at the question
the other way round and show how saiva tantric sources use thea-
trical terms and the image of the actor and how they incorporate
theatre or some form of acting in their rituals. For, rather surpri-
singly, a number of Saiva tantric passages show awareness of the
classical theatrical tradition and theory of drama. I shall focus on
sources available to Abhinavagupta, whose major works treat theo-
retical questions concerning both tantra and drama. In fact, Abhi-
navagupta himself is the most important link between these two
areas, for he is an exceptional author in that he produced original
and influential works on both subjects. It is to be hoped that by stu-
dying points of contact between these fields we shall better under-
stand the intellectual history of Kashmir in the early middle ages

* T am greatly indebted to Prof. Lyne Bansat-Boudon for her corrections, sug-
gestions and critical remarks as well as for her prompt help at various stages
during the writing of this paper. I would also like to thank Csaba Kiss for his
corrections of the final text and for his remarks concerning the general argu-
ment. I am very grateful to the editors, Prof. Eli Franco and Prof. Isabelle
Ratié, whose suggestions, corrections and insightful remarks greatly improved
this paper, both in content and form. All the remaining errors are mine, of
course.

For some general information and debate on the identity of kapalikas, see
SANDERSON 2011 and TORzSOK 2011. The most important and well-known
classical plays studied in this context are Mahendravikramavarman’s Mattavi-
lasaprahasana and Bhavabhuti’s Malatimadhava.
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and the cultural background in which Abhinavagupta wrote his
masterpieces.

In what follows, I shall first look at some examples of how
dance is used in imagery and ritual, for, although dancing and act-
ing cannot be identified, they often overlap in the Indian tradition,
and dance forms an integral part of Indian theatre. After this partial
detour, I shall analyse the image of the actor (nata) in scriptures
(tantras/agamas) as well as in some exegetical works and attempt
to understand the theoretical implications it entails in different con-
texts. This analysis is followed by a presentation of ritual observ-
ances, vratas, which may involve some form of role playing.
While the mere identification of the practitioner with the deity can-
not be called role playing, the vocabulary used in these vratas (e.g.
nepathya for the costume to be worn, rasa for the dominant senti-
ment) often evokes the world of theatre. Finally, a short passage
prescribing the offering of a dramatic representation (nataka) is fo-
cused on.

1. SETTING THE MOOD: DANCING DEITIES,
DANCING DEVOTEES

Siva’s association with theatre and dance® is a commonplace. The
appearance of dancing forms of Siva is also unexceptional in tan-
tras and cannot be taken to bear any significance in itself. How-
ever, a pantheon in which dancing deities figure prominently, espe-
cially if they are described using some technical terms, may reflect
a closer acquaintance with dancing and acting, or at least shows an
attempt to associate such deities with the actual art. Similarly, it is

Here, I only wish to point out that I do not intend to discuss the concept and
treatment of dance and theatre as overlapping but distinct notions in the Indian
tradition. The terminology in Sanskrit is often ambiguous, or rather, the insep-
arable nature of the two is also reflected in that it is often not possible to trans-
late certain terms as either denoting pure dance or pure theatre. For a detailed
discussion of the terms nrtta, natya and nrtya, see BANSAT-BOUDON 1992, pp.
408ff. It must be remarked that these distinctions may not always be applied
systematically in the non-technical literature (when dealing with the goddess
NatteSvari/Natye$vari, shall we translate her name as “Mistress of Dance” or
“Mistress of Theatre”?). Nevertheless, in what follows, it is mainly the role of
dance that is discussed in Part 1, before turning to acting and theatre proper
(Parts 2-4), an order which reproduces (unintentionally) Bharata’s order of
discussion (whose internal logic is pointed out in BANSAT-BOUDON 1992, p.
96).

LIT Verlag 06/09/16
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also prescribed sometimes that practitioners themselves should
dance. Such dance may simply indicate happiness metaphorically,
as, for instance, when the practitioner dances “out of joy” — these
instances are irrelevant in the present context. It is, however, also
enjoined occasionally that he should worship the deity with danc-
ing, and, at least in some instances, his dance appears to conform
(or is supposed to conform) to rules of the Natyasastra (henceforth
NS). Although the presence of these dancing deities and devotees
may not have a direct bearing on how theatre is perceived or repre-
sented in the tantras, they form a background that cannot be neg-
lected.

A Pantheon of Dancing Goddesses

The Jayadrathayamala (henceforth JY)’ in particular mentions a
number of dancing Kalis, whose description sometimes evokes
more than just their association with Siva destroying the universe
at the end of each cosmic aeon. In the following passage, reference
seems to be made to the various styles of poetic or dramatic com-
position (vrtti) and “the power of speech” or “command of lan-
guage” (vagvibhava) is also mentioned.

naumi kalim karalasyam pradhanavanibhaksyanilm)* ||
kridartham ya kare citrabrahmandarbudamalikam |

etdalm) natva pravaksyami rahasyam idam adbhutam ||

na maya kasyacit khyatam tvadrte surasundari |
sarvapralayasamsthane jagad etat samaharet ||

narttanti® ghoracandakst vrttirajavilayakt |

sa kalakalanilaya tasyam kalah praliyate ||
cidacidvyaktimadhyastha sa mahabhairavatmika |

anasyuta® vagvibhave prajiiayogagata yada ||

tada yogesvari jiieya sarvakalisvaresvart | (2.17.772cd-777ab)

* T am grateful to Olga Serbaeva for making her e-text of the JY available to
me.

Letters or syllables in square brackets have been added by the present author.

I have left this form as it stands in the MS, for it is unclear whether it is meant
to be an irregular verb form (for nrtyati, which would create an unmetrical
pada) or a present participle (for nrtyanti).

6 This is meant to stand for the adjective anasiiya. Given that anasiiya is almost
always used as a noun, the author(s) may have preferred creating a form
which resembles a past participle ending with -ta.

LIT Verlag 06/09/16
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I pay obeisance to Kali,” whose mouth is gaping wide, who devours pra-
krti and the earth [i.e. the universe from the tattva of Earth up to prakrti]
and who [holds] a colourful garland of ten million eggs of Brahma in her
hand,® to play with. After paying obeisance to her, I shall explain this
miraculous secret. I have never told it to anyone apart from you, o beau-
tiful goddess. When the dissolution of everything takes place, she with-
draws this world, dancing, with terrible and frightening eyes, destroying’
the King of [Poetic] Styles.'” Time/Death and energy'' reside in her, and
time dissolves in her. She stands between the manifestation of cons-
ciousness and non-consciousness, she is of the nature of Mahabhairava/
of a very frightening nature. When she practices her [transcendental]
wisdom/when she is absorbed in [transcendental] wisdom, without envy-
ing the power of speech [of anyone], she is known as Yoge$vari, the ru-
ler of all Kali rulers.

However, rather than using the vretis and linguistic skills as tools,
this Kal1 does not appear to need them: she destroys the King of
Styles and does not envy [anybody’s] power of speech. The image
suggests that her knowledge is beyond what can be expressed ver-

I do not comment on particularities of tantric or AiSa Sanskrit here, unless
they result in problems of interpretation.

Alternatively: she [holds] a garland of hundreds of millions of parts [which
form] the manifold egg of Brahma. In both interpretations, emphasis is laid on
the fact that she holds the world in her hand, to play with.

Lit. “who makes him dissolve.” However, it is likely that she is visualized as
trampling on a male figure, as is common in visualisations and iconography.

The compound vrittirdja could be interpreted in other ways, for instance as the
King of Existence/Subsistence. However, a passage from the Kubjikamata
(6.29-33), in which this word also figures, suggests that a vretiraja possesses
mastery of poetic and §astric composition: anena jiiatamatrena pratyayan ku-
rute bahin | vrttirdja vararohe nivesya cakramadhyatah || vrttihinas tatas tatra
kavyakarta na samsayah | cakramadhye ca saiicintya susuklam ca paraparam |
pustakavyagrahastam ca jianamudradharam tathd | sphatikendksasiitrena sar-
vabharanabhiisitam || ... udgirantiim] mahaughena Sastrakotir anekasah | evam
dhyanasamavistah saksad vagisvaro bhavet ||. For the place and importance of
the four vretis in the context of drama, see BANSAT-BOUDON 1995. It is also
possible that both meanings are intended: being beyond what can be express-
ed, she tramples on the King of Styles, and representing Time and Death, she
crushes the King of Existence.

The word kala can be interpreted in several ways in tantric contexts and it
may also be used here to achieve a certain poetic effect. Apart from “energy”
it could also denote “limited power to act” or “principle(s) constituting the
universe” etc., see the entry kala in TAK II.

LIT Verlag 06/09/16
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bally, and her performance cannot be controlled by the prescribed
rules.

While it may be forced to see allusions to aesthetic experience
and theatre in the descriptions of various dancing Kalis,'? it may be
of some interest to point out the existence of a so-called “Dancer-
Goddess”: Nattesvari® or Natye$vari. At least three saiva sources
mention this goddess,'* whose name appears alternatively as Natte-
§vart (JY chapter 4.64), NateSvari (Agnipurana 1.50.32b) and Na-
tye$vari (Pratisthalaksanasarasamuccaya 6.171)."° The earliest
source, the JY, clearly names her NatteSvari'® and describes her as
a dancing goddess dominating the cycle of withdrawal (samhara-
cakra) and wearing bone ornaments or being skeleton-like (karar-
kini). The other two sources first identify her with Camunda (ru-
dra-camunda), suggesting that she has this name because she holds
severed heads (siras/munda); but they also give her the name Na-
teSvarl or Nrtyati, apparently because she also holds a damaru
drum."” In all these sources, she seems to be the female equivalent

12 One of them may still be worth mentioning, for it uses the word rasa, al-
though it is possible that no allusion to the term rasa describing aesthetic ex-
perience is meant: kalf karala kalanapratrpta cakraksayakaramahograriipa |
narttanti sarvagrasanodbhatakst ksiba paranandarasasavena | (JY 2.5.15cd-
16ab).“The terrible Kali has been satisfied by seizing (kal-) [the world], has
the very fierce form of the destruction of the multitude [of the world]/of the
wheel [of time/of deities] (cakra), she is dancing with eyes eager to devour the
universe and drunken with the nectar (rasa) of supreme joy.” As suggested by
Lyne Bansat-Boudon (personal communication), both meaning of rasa may
be used here: intoxicating liquor and aesthetic enjoyment; similarly to Para-
marthasara (henceforth PS) 79-80 (for which see BANSAT-BOUDON AND TRI-
PATHI 2011, pp. 265-270).

The word natta- seems to come from Middle Indic natta-, which can be deriv-
ed from nata, nrtya or natya, cf. the entry natta- in the Paia-sadda-mahanna-
vo (SHETH 1928). Judging from the Sanskrit forms, the last derivation may be
the most likely.

14 These parallels have been pointed out by Olga Serbaeva in her personal notes
to the e-text of the JY.

The last of these sources was certainly not available to Abhinavagupta, but it
includes a close parallel to the Agnipurana passage.

evam tava samakhyata namna nattesvari siva 4.64.36cd; and the name also
figures in the colophon.

17" This appears to be the implication in the following verse: sa caivastabhuja
devi Sirodamarukanvita | tena sa rudracamunda natesvary atha nrtyatt || Agni-
purana 1.50.31cd-32ab.
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of Siva destroying the universe as the Lord of Dance (natesa).'®

Dancing as an Offering in Pretantric

and Tantric Worship

The act of dancing can be part of prescribed saiva worship, at least
from the pasupatas onwards. The first passage to prescribe the of-
fering of dancing is perhaps the well-known Pasupatasiitra (hence-
forth PSwi)"’ 1.8: “One should serve [the Lord] with the offerings of
laughing, dancing, making the sound huduk, making obeisance and
mantra recitations.”” However, such an offering was probably not
a pasupata oddity for it is also to be found in lay contexts, in the
Skandapurana for instance. To cite but one example (26.37), when
people of Benares worship the gana Nikumbha, they also sing and
dance, among other things:

Some did pilgrimage, others undertook fasts, fire rituals, mantra recita-
tions, yet others, wishing their desire to be fulfilled, performed worship,
or made offerings,?' yet some others offered songs and dances.?

18 Let us remark here that while the South Indian bronze image of a gracefully
dancing Siva has always dominated Western secondary literature, the earliest
North Indian images of the dancing Siva (from the 6-7 centuries CE) seem
to be bhairavic forms, carrying perhaps a skull-staff, such as the famous
image (the west panel of the north entrance) in Elephanta (see e.g. COLLINS
1988, p. 24 and BURGESS 1871, p. 41).

The date of this text is uncertain, as is that of its commentator, Kaundinya.
The latter’s dating, based on scanty evidence, is usally given between 400 and
600 CE, while the founder of the pasupata movement, Lakuli§a, may have liv-
ed near the beginning of the Christian era (see e.g. HARA 2002, pp. 198-199).
Inscriptions confirm that pasupatas were actively involved in public religion
by the fourth century CE (see e.g. RAMESH AND TEWARI 1990, pp. 4ff. and
21ft.)

hasitagitanrttahumdumkaranamaskarajapyopaharenopatisthet. The odd word
to be pronounced, which resembles the bull’s cry according to Kaundinya, is
written in different forms dumdum, humdum, hudum, huduk in various sour-
ces. For a discussion, see HARA 2002, p. 216 and ACHARYA 2013.

20

2l Note that here, upahara clearly seems to refer to offerings, unlike in the PSt

passage, at least if we follow Kaundinya’s interpretation. Dancing and singing
is a very commonly cited saiva way of worship from the earliest tantras on-
wards, see for instance, the way in which various semi-divine beings worship
Siva in Nisvasa Mitla 1.4-6: kecit stunvanti devesam kecin nrtyanti cagratah |
kecid gayanti hrstas tu kecit pranatamitrdhabhih || kecid ramanti gayanti kecit
puspam ksipanti ca | kecid dhyayanti nirata vadyam vadyanti capare | simha-
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Turning back to pdsupata worship which includes singing and
dancing, it seems to have been adopted and adapted in Sakza tantric
scriptural sources, such as the Brahmayamala (henceforth BY) and
the JY, often in sections concerning the vidyavrata or piirvaseva,
the preliminary observance preceding sadhana proper.”* However,
occasionally it also pops up in other contexts in which one may not
expect it to appear, such as in the following passage of the JY
(2.17.252-8), in which it is integrated into a standard invocation of
yoginis that does not commonly involve such pasupata-like ele-
ments.

atha melapasamsiddho vidhanam idam arabhet |
virabhitmau? viravapulh) smrtim asadya Sobhanam® ||
tatpratapaprajaptango palalipravipiritah |
stabdhdatma devadevesim japet saptasatani tu ||

vavat tavad devadevya agacchanti samantatah |
nanaripadhara bhima madaghiirnitalocanalh]® ||
drst[v]a vamangasambhiitam® argham asam prakalpayet |
datte [’|rghe tah pranrtyanti mahatumulanadinaih® ||
hudukkaradivadyais® ca karavaktre krtair api |

tasam sarddham ato nartte[n] mahatandavayogatah ||
nrttyamanah sadhakendrah khetalam yanti vegatah |
tabhih sarddham rajamanas® tarabhir iva candrama ||
vaset kalpaksayam yavad bahubhogabharavrtah |
paryante devadevesya dehe nirvanam ety*' asau ||

nadam pramuiicanti garjante hy utpatanti ca| hasante kilakilayante nityapra-
muditendriyah |.

2 cakrur yatras tatha kecid upavasams tathapare | homam japyam tathaivanye

piiiam canye vararthinah | upaharams tathaivanye gitanrttam tathapare |. Note
that the NS (37.29) itself also attests that theatre was considered an offering to
the gods: in fact, the text claims that they preferred it to garlands and incense
(cited in BANSAT-BOUDON 1992, pp. 57-58).

3 Seee.g. BY 21.

2 virabhiimau conj. : cirabhiimair MS.

% §obhanam em. : Sobhanat MS.

2% °ohirnita® em. : °ghiirmita® MS.
¥ vamanga® conj. : namanga® MS.

28 Understand or emend °nadinaih to °nadanaih.

2 huduk® conj. : huhuk® MS.
0 rajamanas em. : rajapanas MS.

31 ety em. : aty MS.
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The practitioner who is successful in meeting yoginis should undertake
the following rite. On a ground prescribed for heroes, having the body of
a hero, he must mentally recite his auspicious [mantras], and having em-
powered his body by their force, being filled with meat and wine, he
must paralyse his Self and repeat the mantra of the goddess of gods sev-
en hundred times, until the divine goddesses arrive from all directions.
They have different forms, are frightening, with their eyes rolling in in-
toxication. When he sees them, he should prepare a guest offering of
blood taken from his left arm. After the offering, they will dance and
shout loudly all around. He must make sounds such as huduk and the
like with his hands and mouth; and then he will dance with them, per-
forming a great tandava dance. The eminent sadhaka, while dancing,
will suddenly fly up in the sky with them as their lord, shining just like
the moon with the stars. He will then live till the end of a kalpa with
them and enjoy multiple pleasures. In the end, he will reach final libera-
tion in the body of the goddess of the gods.

The description of worship with dancing, the sound huduk and the
like clearly echoes PSt 1.8, except that here the practitioner dances
with the yoginis, who are at the same time the objects of worship.
Moreover, the dance is required to be performed mahatandavayo-
gatah. The term tandava can have a more or less technical or gen-
eral meaning according to context,’” and here the short description
does not allow us to determine the intended meaning. It is never-
theless probable that by this potentially technical precision, the
dance prescribed is not simply jumping around in joy, but some-
thing more specific and structured.

The prescription of this structured or choreographed dance
stands in contrast with another prescription of dance in the same
text (albeit in another, independent section). The context of this
passage is different, for what is prescribed is a unique mudra. As
this and other mudras of the JY show, they are not hand gestures
but more complex performances involving the whole body. Their
aim is to propitiate the deity, to obtain superhuman effects, and/or
to induce possession. The mudra in this case (4.2.407-411) is call-
ed the Mudra of Dancing (nrttamudra or nrttant).

32 Tt can be used in at least two different meanings: 1) Siva’s fierce dance as op-
posed to Parvati’s graceful (/asya) one (e.g. in NS 4.13-16 and Dasaripaka
1.4, for which see also BANSAT-BOUDON 1992, pp. 22 and 285); 2) dance in
general (nrtta), see BANSAT-BOUDON 1992, p. 96 citing Abhinavagupta on NS
4.268: tandavam iti sarvam nrttam ucyate.
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atah param pravaksyami nrttani nama ya smrta |
mudra sarvarthasampanna sadhakanam mahatmanam ||
unmatt@ ca pralapt syad balavat krildate] punah |
tSistala -- pravaddhanit™ mudresa samudahrta |
tusyante devatas tasya desalabhas (?) ca jayate |
balavaln nrlttanan kuryat phatkararavayojanam ||
nrttani nama mudraisa sarvalokavasamkart |
mahamelapasamsiddhau nasty asyah sadrsi priye ||
kim anyad va samakhyata vistarena sumadhyame |
na sa siddhir ihdastiti ya na va naiva sidhyati ||
pitrvaviryasamayukta sarvakarsakart para ||

I shall now teach you the mudra traditionally called the “dancing one,”
which has everything an eminent sadhaka may desire. One must be into-
xicated and babble, play like a child. [...] The deities will be satisfied and
one shall obtain regions/places (?).>* One must dance like a child and
shout the sound phar®® — this dancing mudra will subjugate everybody.
There is nothing comparable to it for obtaining an encounter with yogi-
nis, o my Beloved. What else shall I explain about it in more detail, o
Beautiful Goddess? There is no supernatural effect that could not be ob-
tained with it. This supreme mudra has the power previously described
and attracts everybody.

The dance prescribed is explicitly an unstructured, “child-like”
one, although it also leads to encounter with yoginis and is consid-
ered to be an offering, by which the deities will be propitiated.

The presence of wild, child-like or madman-like dancing on the

one hand (unmatta above in 4.2.407-411) and that of more con-
trolled or structured dance offerings on the other (mahatandava in

33

34

35

36

This may be corrupt for unmatto with a Middle Indic -0 ending; or perhaps
the word mudra mentioned in the previous line attracted the feminine form
here.

Cruxes are enclosed by cross signs.

This compound does not seem common and one feels tempted to conjecture
something more usual such as dravyalabha (obtaining things), dhanalabha
(obtaining wealth), dhanyalabha (obtaining grains/corn) or possibly vesalabha
(gaining entry into someone or something). Alternatively, desalabha could
stand for upadesalabha (obtaining instruction) or samavesalabha (obtaining
possession). If desalabha is retained, it could perhaps also mean ‘obtaining a
country/countries’, something that may be promised to kings. Finally, it could
also mean the supernatural power of reaching a place (in an instant), but this
magical power is not normally expressed in this way.

Perhaps this is corrupt for the more wide-spread mantric syllable phat.

LIT Verlag 06/09/16



PDF-Muster

460 JuDIT TORZSOK

the preceding passage of 2.17.256), which occur in different parts
of the JY, raises the question as to what kind of dance the pasupata
version was originally meant to be.

While the sitras themselves do not help to answer this question,
Kaundinya does deal with the problem. His text reads:

And dancing is performed without being attached to the conventions of
the Natyasastra (natyasastrasamayanabhisvangena), with [various]
movements: throwing up or down hands and feet, contracting or extend-
ing them, moving without stopping.*’

This is also how singing is understood to be performed by Kaundi-
nya: without attachment to the rules of the Science of music.*®

However, at this crucial point, there is also an alternative manu-
script reading concerning the use of the NS: naryasastrasamayanu-
sarena, “according to the rules of the Natyasastra.” This reading
was adopted by HARA 2002. According to HARA 2002, p. 216,
even the reading anabhisvangena (in the case of singing) should
refer to conformity to $astric prescriptions, which is nevertheless
doubtful. What anabhisvarga could possibly denote is that dancing
and singing are performed without applying the rules in a very
strict manner.

More light may be shed on the question if Kaundinya’s descrip-
tion or gloss on nrtta is better understood. HARA 2002 (p. 216)
takes the upward and other movements (utksepanddi) to denote the
five types of motion and refers to Vaisesikasiitra 1.1.6,° whose list

5T nrttam api natyasastrasamayanabhisvaigena hastapadadinam utksepanam

avaksepanam akuiicanam prasaranam calanam anavasthanam. While the four
elements utksepanam, avaksepanam, akuiicanam, prasaranam must be con-
strued with ‘hands, feet etc.’, the last two words cannot. I understand them to
add a more general element of the definition of dance, namely the fact that it
implies moving without stopping. I thank Prof. Eli Franco for calling my at-
tention to the problem here, although his understanding is slightly different
from mine in that he takes anavasthanam to qualify all the other movements.
Note that the Dasaripaka defines dance itself (nrtta) as being “various ways
of throwing the limbs” (gatraviksepa, see BANSAT-BOUDON 1992, pp. 408-
409). This dance must, of course, conform to rules (cf. NS, cg. 4 and BANSAT-
BOUDON 1992, p. 40).

gandharvasastrasamayanabhisvangena. The term gandharva(sastra) refers in
particular to the teaching of the NS on music, see BANSAT-BOUDON 1992, pp.
193ff.

% This is cited as 1.1.7 by Hara, but editions of the text commonly number this
sitra as 1.1.6, including Jambuvijayaji’s edition used by Hara.

38
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indeed agrees with Kaundinya’s on the whole. What this betrays is
not that NatyaSastric rules must be applied (as Hara takes it), but
rather that Kaundinya was not concerned at all with Natyasastric
conformity here — he allows the devotee’s dance to involve any
kind of movement. He allows similar freedom for singing, which
does not conform to Gandharva§astra and can be in Sanskrit or
Prakrit, of the practitioner’s own composition or someone else’s.
In fact, he even specifies ad loc. that for the sake of the obser-
vance, dancing (nrtta) is to be performed together with singing.*’
Thus, unlike in a proper performance, the practitioner here acts as
singer and dancer at the same time.*'

From the pasupata’s dance, the dancing mudra and the dancing
goddesses, the conclusion one can draw is that the dances describ-
ed do not normally appear to conform to $astric norms. The dance
of the goddesses is meant to express their total freedom, which is
not determined by $astric prescriptions. This “wild dance” is in
turn probably what is imitated by the dancing devotees, whether
pasupata or Sakta, in order to strengthen their identity with the dei-
ty*? and/or to enact possession by them (in the case of the mudra at
least). Accordingly, they may involve any kind of movement and
are compared to the uncontrolled behaviour of children or mad-
men. However, one may occasionally encounter a more structured
type of dance when the practitioner invokes yoginis. Dancing with
yoginis seems to require a more controlled performance — perhaps
so that the practitioner should remain the controller of these female
powers, rather than abandon himself to them (and thus become
their play-thing, pasu).

4 niyamakale niyamarthe geyasahakrtam nrttam prayoktavyam.

4 Unless we assume that he asks someone else to sing for him, which is highly

unlikely. However, the two may not be performed simultaneously.
42 On this idea in the pasupata case, see HARA 2002, pp. 216ff.
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2. LIKE AN ACTOR (NATAVAT)

One Actor Playing Many Roles®

More relevant to our investigation is the image of the actor (nata),
who often figures in various comparisons. The most famous one,
which also brings out several details of the image, is perhaps to be
found in the Sivasiitras (henceforth SS): the Self is an actor, the
subtle body (puryastaka) is the stage and the sense organs are the
spectators. As the commentaries further explain, the Self is identi-
cal with the godhead or consciousness (cit), who enacts a play,
which is the phenomenal world. The roles he takes up are the limit-
ed individual subjects. Thus, the image, which is very wide-spread
in different writings of Kashmirian nondualist Saivism, conve-
niently explains the way in which one god or one soul becomes
manifested as many.

This ontological image takes on an epistemological aspect in
the writings of the exegetes. For the roles of the actor there, in-
stead of being aspects of the phenomenal world, are identified with
various philosophical and theological schools. This is the case in
Ksemaraja’s Pratyabhijiiahrdaya (henceforth PH) 8, in which the
roles of the actor/consciousness are identified with the points of
view of various schools* from the Carvakas at the lowest level up
to the Trika at the highest. The image relies on the same idea of re-
presenting how the One becomes many, but with a different em-
phasis: the One, which is perfect and omniscient, takes up various,
imperfect forms which have limited knowledge. Consequently, in
Ksemaraja’s description, various schools are further identified
with the various, hierarchically arranged ontological principles or
tattvas, from buddhi (representing several darsanas) up to Sadasi-
va (grammarians following Bhartrhari) for non-saiva systems, with
Saivas being situated above them.

The idea of placing various religious systems in the hierarchy of
tattvas seems to come from a scriptural source, as Ksemaraja him-
self points out. The unidentified citation given by Ksemaraja and

“ For another usage of the actor analogy, see Lyne Bansat-Boudon’s article in
this volume, in which she examines Tantraloka (henceforth TA) 1.332 and the
commentary thereon.

4 tadbhiimikah sarvadarsanasthitayah. On this passage and its commentary, see
also BANSAT-BOUDON AND TRIPATHI 2011, p. 160, n. 689.
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starting with “Buddhists are at the level of intellect (buddhi)” ap-
pears in slightly different forms in several exegetical works. The
hierarchy it expresses is, however, the same: Buddhists are at the
level of the intellect (buddhi), Jains are at the level of the [three]
material strands of existence (guna),” at the top of the gunas are
the Samkhyas, the Paficaratra is placed at the level of the material
source of creation (prakrti/avyakta), while the Veda-knowers (per-
haps covering both Mimamsa and Vedanta) are at the level of Pu-
rusa.** While the source is scriptural, seeing these systems as
Siva’s roles seems to be Ksemaraja’s contribution to the idea. Kse-
maraja also includes several more systems into his account, which
is another significant innovation.*’

In addition to Siva’s roles being identified with schools, Ksema-
raja also hints at a further series of identifications between these
schools and the sets of cognizing subjects (pramatr).* For in Kse-
maraja’s above account, the Samkhya and (some unidentified)
others are said to be attached to the level (bhiimi) of the vijiianaka-
subjects who are “inert in gnosis” (SANDERSON 1986, p. 191), and
are only tainted with the anavamala (impurity of believing one’s
self to be limited). They are one of the (usually) seven groups of
cognizing subjects (pramatr). The identification of Siva’s roles and
the seven cognizing subjects is brought out in Ksemaraja’s Span-
danirnaya 1.1.:

4 Note that guna or the gunas are not usually included in the standard list of zat-

tvas, but they do figure among them in some scriptures, see the entry guna in
TAK IL.

The longest version of the quote is in Naresvarapariksaprakasa ad 3.80: bud-
dhitattve sthita bauddha gunesu tv arhatah sthitah | gunamirdhni sthitah sam-
khya avyakte pdiicaratrikah | sthita vedavidah pumsi... The Isvarapratyabhi-
Jjiavivrtivimarsint (henceforth IPVV), vol. III, p. 98, gives only buddhitattve
sthita bauddha avyakte paiicaratrikah, while Jayaratha ad TA 6.151 omits the
Samkhya: buddhitattve sthita bauddha gunesv apy arhatah sthitah | sthita ve-
davidah pumsi tv avyakte pancaratrikah |. On the different conceptions of the
Self, see also PS 33 (BANSAT-BOUDON AND TRIPATHI 2011, pp. 169-173 and
338-342).

In particular the inclusion of Bhartrhari, who does not figure in the scriptural
version at all, but who is placed very high in Ksemaraja’s hierarchy. On the
importance of Bhartrhari for Kashmirian nondualist Saivism, see e.g. TOREL-
LA 2008 and 2013, pp. 465ff. See also a possible reference to Bhartrhari in PS
27 (in BANSAT-BOUDON AND TRIPATHI, p. 157, n. 675).

46

47

4 For discussions of the seven pramatrs, see BANSAT-BOUDON AND TRIPATHI
2011, pp. 330ff and VASUDEVA 2004, pp. 151ff.
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By his power of absolute freedom, the glorious Great Lord assumes [on
the subjective level] the cognitive roles of Siva, the Mantramahe$varas,
the Sakalas[, whereas, on the objective level,] he assumes the roles [of
the objects that are] made known thereby. (Transl. BANSAT-BOUDON
AND TRIPATHI 2011, p. 331.)

A similar idea appears in Ksemaraja’s disciple’s, Yogaraja’s com-
mentary on Abhinavagupta’s PS.*

Although it is in Ksemaraja’s works that the epistemological as-
pect of Siva’s “roles” appears in the foreground, something of this
shift is perceptible already in Abhinavagupta’s TA 4.29ff. Without
using the image of Siva as actor, Abhinavagupta speaks of various
theological and philosophical currents (vaisnavas, vedantins, vai-
bhasikas) as being at different levels of the cognizing subject (pra-
matr),” in particular at the double level of pralayakalas (“those in-
ert in dissolution”), which comprises pranapramatrs (those con-
ceiving the self as inner breath) and sitnyapramatrs (those conceiv-
ing the self as void). In the same passage, he also cites the (lost)
Kamika and points out that the Samkhya, Paficaratra, Buddhists
and Jains are tainted by limited knowledge (vidya) and passion
(raga), as well as by niyati. He gives us only a cursory account of
where different schools are placed in the hierarchy of the universe
and the cognizing subjects and does not elaborate on the question
further; this short passage is nevertheless enlightening not only be-
cause of the placement of rival theories in the scheme of cognizing
subjects, but also because of the context of this placement. For
after explaining that all those following a [false, asaf] master of
these rival schools of thought are fettered by Maya, he goes on to
say that thanks to the practice of right reasoning (sattarkayogena),
such a person will be led to a true master (sadguru). To support
this, he cites Malinivijayottara 1.44, but with a slight alteration.
The scriptural passage clearly states® that turning to the right guru

4 The hierarchy of schools is expounded in his commentary on Karika 27 (see
BANSAT-BOUDON AND TRIPATHI 2011, pp. 152ff). However, the image of the
actor appears only elsewhere, in his commentary on Karika 1 and 5 (BANSAT-
BOUDON AND TRIPATHI 2011, pp. 68 and 87ff).

30 The cognizing subject (pramatr) and the subject of experience (bhoktr) is con-
sidered to be a knower (jiiatr) in $aivism as well as in other systems, see e.g.
VASUDEVA 2014, p. 15.

31 Note that Abhinavagupta cites the full sloka elsewhere (as in 13.202 or
13.249).
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is the result of the descent of Rudra’s sakti.”> But in Abhinavagup-
ta’s description here, the descent of Rudra’s power happens after
such a person has already turned to a true guru. Thus, while scrip-
ture sees the descent of Siva’s power or his divine grace as the
cause of turning to a Saiva guru for initiation, Abhinavagupta des-
cribes the path taken toward conversion as motivated primarily by
reasoning.”

In this light, the passage preceding the verses about such a con-
version gains more significance. By describing other religious cur-
rents in terms of variously limited cognizing subjects, their partial
legitimacy is recognized by Abhinavagupta. For these limited ways
of cognition can form a ladder to reach true (Saiva) cognition — in
other words, conversion is possible, and it is possible through right
argumentation (sattarka), even if one has a different theoretical
background.™

Thus, it is potential conversion that forms the wider context of
presenting religious currents as cognizing subjects in the TA. And
conversion also seems to be the wider context of Ksemaraja’s PH
and Yogaraja’s commentary on the PS, in which similar passages
are found. For both are short introductory texts, meant to explain
the saiva doctrine to those who are not yet initiated into its intrica-

52 The verse starts by saying that such a person is rudrasaktisamavisto, possess-
ed by the Power of Rudra.

3 For the soteriological importance of tarka in the Pratyabhijiia, see RATIE 2013,
pp. 425ff.

Abhinavagupta in fact goes even further than this: he claims that the person
who realizes himself the saiva truth or doctrine through right reasoning is su-
perior to others and will have also mastered all the sastras, again thanks to his
true reasoning. Here, he turns his scriptural source upside down again. For the
Malinivijayottara describes someone possessed by sakti as suddenly (i.e. mira-
culously) becoming the master of all sastras (this is a sign or proof showing
that he is really possessed); while Abhinavagupta attributes such knowledge
to right reasoning (sattarka): sa samastam ca Sastrartham sattarkad eva ma-
nyate (4.44cd). Abhinavagupta and his commentator painstakingly point out
that when the Malinivijayottara says that such knowledge appears “suddenly”
(akasmat), it must be understood as a way of saying that ordinary people do
not see where this knowledge comes from, rather than as really meaning “out
of the blue.”

54
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cies,” therefore both may be used to introduce relative outsiders to
Saiva thought.*®

Having seen something of the later history of Siva’s or the
Self’s roles in the works of Pratyabhijfia authors, it may not be ir-
relevant to look back and identify the possible source of the image
of the actor in theoretical writings. As pointed out above, the earli-
est saiva source for this image, the SS, do not contain any refer-
ence to theological schools as roles: the Self is the dancer (nartaka)
or perfected actor (praudhanata, in Bhaskara’s gloss), dancing (nr-
tyati, in Ksemaraja’s commentary) in a play which is the world (ja-
ganndtya), on the inner-self as the stage. The sitras themselves do
not mention the roles of this actor-dancer. Ksemaraja does com-

55 Even if both texts contain arguments whose real understanding requires one to

read and understand an impressive corpus, as the richly annotated translation
of BANSAT-BOUDON AND TRIPATHI 2011 shows.

% According to the introductory part of the PH, Ksemaraja offers his work to
those who are simple-minded, without much §astric sophistication, but who
desire the “entering into” Siva, “entering” that the descent of Siva’s Power
has already started to be bring about (unmisita). (ye sukumaramatayo ’krtati-
ksnatarkasastraparisramah Saktipatonmisitaparamesvarasamavesabhildasinah
...). I understand this reference to "simpletons" (sukumaramatayah) to imply
that he intends to write for a wider public of little learning or insight and in
particular for those who have been attracted to saiva theology (through a “des-
cent of Sakti”’), but are unable to guide themselves by their own reasoning
(Abhinavagupta’s sattarka) to discover saiva doctrine in a spontaneous way,
and therefore need guidance in the form of an introductory work. The text
does not intend to convert those who have no inclination toward Saivism. But
it tries to draw into Saivism those who have some interest in it, and in this
sense its purpose is conversion. The PS does not name its target audience.
However, being the Saiva rewriting of an originally vaisnava work, it does not
seem unreasonable to assume that the textual transformation was also intend-
ed to provide a model for the spiritual one, and that conversion was therefore
one of the desired effects the work was expected to have. (On this work as the
rewriting of Adi$esa’s original, see BANSAT-BOUDON AND TRIPATHI 2011, pp.
7ff.) Let us remark here that even AdiSesa’s original could be considered a
“conversion text” to some extent, for, as noted in BANSAT-BOUDON AND TRI-
PATHI 2011, p. 4: “one has the feeling that the questions put by the disciple are
principally framed in terms of Samkhya, whereas the responses of the teacher
are usually couched in advaitic terms, even though the latter continues to uti-
lize (in order to make himself better understood?) several Samkhya concepts.”
A possible conclusion one could draw from this is that the dialogue represents
the conversion of a Samkhya disciple to nondualist vaisnavism. (Bansat-Bou-
don in BANSAT-BOUDON AND TRIPATHI 2011, pp. 4-6, considering the text
more vedantic than vaisnava, concludes rather that it represents a transposi-
tion of dualism into nondualism.)
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ment on them but without mentioning the line of reasoning about
the roles as limited cognizing subjects. Here, he defines the roles
of the Self as having the forms of the states of being awake etc.”
and thus maintains the image as an ontological one.™

It may be difficult to identify the ultimate or earliest source of
the image of the actor for the self. It is, however, quite possible
that the idea comes from the Samkhya, just as so many other ele-
ments in saiva ontology, in spite of the fact that the Samkhya pre-
sents it in a dualist system.” More precisely, the Samkhyakarikas
speak of the subtle body taking up different forms or incarnations
as an actor/dancer plays different roles:

Caused in order to fulfill the aim of the Purusa/Spirit, and through the
power of Prakrti/Matter, this subtle body (lingam) [takes up forms] like
an actor [takes up roles], which inevitably leads to a causal sequence.®

The idea or the comparison may have come from a yet different
source. However, the same image is referred to around 700 CE in
the Bodhicaryavatara (9.66) and it is taken to represent the Sam-
khya view there. The fact that an outside source, a Buddhist text,
mentions this image as that of the Samkhya supports the hypothe-
sis that around 700 CE, this simile was associated with the Sam-
khya and its arguments.

The passage of the Bodhicaryavatara summarizes the debate
between the Samkhya and the Madhyamaka on the individual soul.

tad evanyena riipena natavat so ’py asasvatah |
sa evanyasvabhavas ced apitrveyam tadekata ||

[If you argue] it is the same thing taking on a different form, like an ac-
tor [we reply:] he too would not remain permanent. [If you say] it is the

ST tajjagaradinanabhiimikaprapaiicam.

3 Similarly, Mahe§varananda follows this line of interpretation. For more de-
tails, see Cox 2006, pp. 147 ff and 369ff.

3 The parallel is remarked in BANSAT-BOUDON AND TRIPATHI 2011, p. 68. It
must also be noted that the dancer is always female in the Samkhya as oppos-
ed to the male one in the saiva system, as Prof. Eli Franco pointed out to me
(personal communication).

0 purusarthahetukam idam nimittanaimittikaprasarngena | prakrter vibhutvayo-
gan natavad vyavatisthate lingam | (42). The Samkhyakarikas also use the
image of the female dancer (nartaki) for prakrti in 59, 65 and 66. However,
this usage cannot be the source of inspiration for the saiva version.
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same with different natures [we reply] its uniformity is then unprece-
dented.®!

The image of the actor is again used to explain the identity of the
one and the many, one identity existing behind numerous manifes-
tations in the course of rebirths. In the argument of the Samkhya, it
is of course used in the framework of a dualist ontology, to explain
the identity of the same soul in different rebirths. In this sense, a
major shift occurs when the image is adopted in the SS, for there
the Self is also the godhead.

To turn back again to Saivism, when Abhinavagupta uses the
image of the actor, although he maintains it as the metaphor of the
Lord/Self, playing out the (phenomenal) word as the drama, he ela-
borates on it with very different details.

sa ca bhramo natyatulyasya aparamarthasato ’tyaktasvaripavastambha-
nanatakalpena paramesvaraprakasena pratitigocarikrtasya samsarasya
nayakah sitradharah pradhanabhiitah pravartayita itivrtte nayako va,
vallagnam visvetivritam abhati; tata eva prathamah.®

And this error [of identifying the body etc. with the subject of experi-
ence] is [called] the primary one. For the universe (visva), [which can be
identified with] the story of a play (-itivrttam), manifests itself as de-
pending on this leading (nayakah) [error], [just as the story of the play
depends on] the Sutradhara, who is the main person, being the producer
and (va) the protagonist (nayaka) in the story. [In the manner of a Sutra-
dhara,] this error leads the world of transmigration (samsarasya), com-
parable to a play that is not ultimately true and which is made to be per-
ceptible through the manifestation of the Supreme Lord, who is like an
actor (-natakalpena) firmly relying on his nature he does not abandon.®

61 T follow the interpretation of Prajfiakara’s Tika as edited by LA VALLEE Pous-
SIN 1898 (p. 300), which agrees with Prof. Eli Franco's suggestions (personal
communication). For a different understanding, cf. CROSBY-SKILTON 1996, p.
121: If you argue: it is the same thing taking on a different guise, like an actor.
He too does not remain constant. The one thing has different natures. [We res-
pond that] It has an unprecedented kind of uniformity.

8 IPVYV, vol. I1I, p. 244.

63 See RATIE 2011, p. 559: “Et cette illusion (bhrama) [consistant & identifier le
corps, etc. avec le sujet] est ‘premiere’ [selon Utpaladeva] parce que cette in-
trigue [théatrale] (itivrtta) qu’est I'univers (visva) se manifeste en reposant
[nécessairement] sur le ‘nayaka’ — c’est-a-dire le directeur de la troupe (sitra-
dhara) qui, [parce qu’il en est le membre] le plus important, est celui qui met
en branle I’action, ou le personnage principal de 1’intrigue — du cycle des re-
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The main point here is not the Lord/Self taking up roles and thus
appearing in different ways, although this image is also present in
the comparison of the Lord to the actor (natakalpena). The Sitra-
dhara, who is both the “impeller” or producer and the protagonist,
personifies the error of identifying the self with what it is not. It is
thus this error that is responsible for our perception of multiplicity
in the world, for the Lord/actor does not abandon his nature even
as he plays multiple roles. By introducing the Suitradhara as Error
personified here, Abhinavagupta keeps the original idea of the
Soul/Lord taking up different roles or manifestations, but puts it in
an epistemological perspective.

To summarize the changes this allegory of the actor/dancer un-
dergoes in the course of several centuries, without positing a linear
chronological development:

1.  The Samkhya uses the image of the actor as standing for the
subtle body, which takes up various roles, i.e. various rein-
carnations. The image is used to express how the one be-
comes many, in a dualist system, and it is known as such by
Buddhist opponents.

2. The SS take over the image, again to explain the transforma-
tion of one into many; but it is put in a nondualist context, in
which the Self, identified with the godhead, takes up various
manifestations, including the phenomenal world.

3. The philosophical tradition, notably Abhinavagupta, points
out that the Supreme Self as the universal subject identical
with the godhead manifests itself, with various degrees of li-
mitation, as various cognizing subjects (pramatr). These li-
mited cognizing subjects are in turn identified with various
rival religious currents and their doctrines. This is done in a
context that suggests that one can climb up this hierarchy of
subjects and reach full understanding of the ultimate (saiva)
truth. This implies, as is explicitly stated, that conversion to
Saivism through reasoning is possible.

4.  Ksemardja synthesizes the image of the SS with the theory of
the cognizing subjects. He describes the Self/godhead as tak-

naissances (samsara), lequel, semblable a une piece de théatre (natya), devient
objet de cognition [alors qu’il n’est] pas réel au sens ultime, grace a la mani-
festation du Seigneur Supréme (paramesvara) semblable a un acteur (nata)
qui ne cesse pas de reposer dans sa nature propre [tout en interprétant tel ou
tel role].”
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ing up roles in the form of these cognizing subjects, which
are in turn identified with schools of religious thought. Thus,
all religious currents and philosophies are seen as lower ma-
nifestations of this divine Self. The context of this inclusivis-
tic image remains potential conversion and emphasis is laid
on the epistemological rather than the ontological problem
the example of the actor represents.

5.  Abhinavagupta himself also introduces an important innova-
tion in the allegory: in addition to the Supreme Lord as actor
(nata), he describes the Siitradhara as personifying the main
error of the cognizing subject. The Sutradhara both partici-
pates in the play as the protagonist and directs or produces it,
just as this fundamental error of cognition both participates
in and puts into motion the world of transmigration. In this
way, Abhinavagupta’s elaboration provides an epistemic
perspective while keeping the heritage of the SS.

This outline may well lack many important details and does not by
any means have the ambition to write the full history of this image.
It may, however, identify some significant changes, no matter how
roughly, and provides a starting point to examine the occurrence of
the image in Saiva scriptural sources available to the Kashmirian
exegetes.

The Actor Image in Scriptural Sources

An early text (7"-9" cent. CE) in which several occurrences of the
image can be found is the BY. This sakta text of the yogini cult
evokes the image of the actor to prescribe the way in which the
practitioner must see himself. It insists in each case on non-duality
— but this non-duality, as pointed out by SANDERSON 1992, p. 306
and as I have shown elsewhere (TORZSOK 2013), refers to nondual
practice, i.e. the non-distinction between what is pure and impure
from the point of view of orthopraxy, and not to ontological non-
duality.

evam jiiatva parddvaitam samsthalh] syat sacaracaram |
sadhako [Inilavad yatha kridann api na lipyate ||**
asucitvena devesi yatharkalh)] padmabodhane |
sarvatattvakrtatma vai sa prapaiicakrtaspada ||

% My conjectures. The MS reads sadhako nilavadyandha kridannapi na lipyate.
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natavat pasya -m- atmanam sarvabhaksah krtantavat |

tkharave -- yasvatot yuktalh) kamabhoktrtvalaksanah ||

samsakto ’pi na kami syal’] yatha bhano|r] didhitayah® |
Sapanugrahakarttasau sarvaisvaryapravarttakah ||

bhuktva tu vipulan bhogan etad vai tasya laksanam | (71.95-99ab)*

Knowing in this way the world to have this supreme nonduality,” the
practitioner must be established [in this nonduality]. Just like the wind,
he is not tainted by impurity even if he is playing, just as the sun is not
tainted when it wakes up the lotuses. His self being made of all the levels
of the universe, having the visible universe as his abode, he must see
himself as an actor, while consuming everything like death. Even if he is
attached [to things] and enjoys the objects of his desires (kamabhoktrtva-
laksanah), he will not covet anything, just as the rays of the sun [have no
attachment to what they touch]. He will bestow his curse or grace and
accomplish all acts of power, enjoying multiple pleasures — these will be
his traits.

The image of the actor is employed to explain the practitioner’s
(ritually) nondualist attitude, which is prescribed in almost every
chapter of this text. Although he is required to manipulate and con-
sume impure substances, he must not be disgusted or feel impure.
He must see himself as an actor in the sense that his real self is out-
side the reality of the play, which is the world. The same idea is
expressed when he is compared to the sun or the rays of the sun
and the wind: they can touch anything without being soiled.

This actor image is rather different from that of the Samkhya. It
does not intend to explain the dichotomy of the one and the many
(as when one actor takes up several roles), but the detachment of
the self. In this sense, it is perhaps closest to Abhinavagupta’s ex-
ample involving the Sutradhara and emphasizing that the actor/Self
is both inside and outside the play/the multiplicity of the world,
even if the BY does not describe the godhead but the individual

% The MS reads didhitayah, which is unmetrical.

6 Minor corrections I have made to the text are put between square brackets.

67 This translation attempts to follow the grammatical structure. It is, however,

also possible that sacaracaram is not the object of jiatva, but is corrupt for or
to be understood as a locative (“he should be established in the world knowing
supreme nonduality in this way”). The word sa- can also be the pronoun or
the prefix to cardcara. The word samsthah is probably understood in a com-
pound with paradvaita- (i.e. paradvaita- is to be read twice, once as the object
of jiiatva, once in compound with samsthah).
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and does not imply or require an underlying nondualist ontology.
Similarly, ritual nondualism is referred to in another occurrence
(83.169) of the actor simile:

advaitabhavasampannah sarvabhaksalh) krtantavat |
natavat pasya bhavena atma vai sadhakesvarah ||

Endowed with non-duality and consuming everything like death, the
eminent practitioner must see himself with the help of his imagination as
an actor.®

Although the image itself is different from the actor of the Sam-
khya, it echoes to some extent the Samkhya idea of the self/Purusa
as uninvolved witness (saksin),” who does not actively take part in
any action, and is therefore never tainted. However, a major differ-
ence is that the BY’s self actually participates in the action, and in
spite of that, remains outside it. In this way, the Self as subject is
active but without being involved in action, in a way similar to
Abhinavagupta’s conception.”

The closest early parallel to this view is then not found in the
Samkhya, but rather in the PSu (5.20), which insist on the fact that
the perfected yogin is not tainted by any karman or sin: siddhayogt

% T understand pasya as an imperative standing for the third person singular, or

rather that the second and third persons are used alternatively in the prescrip-
tion, which is meant for the sadhaka. It is also possible that pasya stands for
drstva.

% The idea certainly belongs to a kind of pan-Indian heritage or what TORELLA
1999 calls Samkhya as samanyasastra; Torella mentions on the first page of
his paper that the paradigm of spirit-consciousness-inactivity as opposed to
matter-unconsciousness-productivity is wide-spread throughout Indian civili-
zation. VASUDEVA 2014, p. 10 also mentions that what appears like a borrow-
ing from the Samkhya in Saivism may often come from other schools which
assimilated Samkhya tenets in their own way. It must also be mentioned that
Samkhya itself appears in different forms and what appears in tantric sources
may well be closer to various versions of what is called epic Samkhya, which
is often theistic. On the problem of epic Samkhya, a discussion of which is be-
yond the scope of the present study, see for instance BROCKINGTON 1999, who
also points out that some tenets we consider to belong to the Samkhya may
have been common currency already by the epic period (BROCKINGTON 1999,
p- 489). Brockington 1999, p. 485 also mentions that in the Moksadharma the
perceiving self is not the real doer and enjoyer but simply the pure witness-
consciousness.

0 For the experiencer as an active entity in Abhinavagupta’s works, see VASU-

DEVA 2014. For an analysis of Abhinavagupta’s conception of the actor, who
is a “receptacle” (patra), see BANSAT-BOUDON 1992, p. 150 and 430.
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na lipyate karmana patakena va. This line in turn is also echoed in
the Skandapurana (52.24), which has a wording rather similar to
the BY’s (concerning the sadhaka who is not tainted even if he is
playing): yogi tu sarvapapani kurvann api na lipyate (“the yogin is
not tainted, even if he commits all kinds of sin”).

Another scriptural occurrence, from the JY (1.30.19), also
seems to stress “detachment in action” of the actor-self, even if in
this case, the actor is said to be the “world” (jagat). It is less clear
what theoretical implications are suggested, for after identifying
the world with the actor and the stage with one’s own nature, the
rest of the image elaborates on the theatrical aspect. But it may not
be too far-fetched to assume that, in addition to the actor’s detach-
ment, it stresses the multiplicity of the phenomenal world, which is
probably understood as the play with various sentiments. Whatever
is the case, the verse is unique in that it makes use of aesthetic
terms, such as vrtti, bhava and rasa.

svabhavaranigamadhye tu nrtyate natavaj jagat |
vrttitrayalm] samalambya nanabhavarasasrayaih ||

The world dances like an actor on the stage, which is its nature, resorting
to the three styles of composition and making use of the various feelings
and dominant sentiments.

Such technical terms can also be found elsewhere, for instance the
word vibhava (“stimulants” which contribute to creating a particu-
lar aesthetic reaction)”' in the following passage, taken from the
lost Trisirobhairava. Here, however, the purpose of the demonstra-
tion is clearly to show the freedom of the enlightened actor-self in
his play and suggests a nondualist conception of the self, which is
identical with the godhead. In this light, it is possible that the
above verse is also intended to stress the same freedom, in which
case both citations would imply an underlying nondualist concep-
tion, whereby the enlightened Self is the omnipotent godhead play-
ing at will. This enlightened and free actor-Self is contrasted below
with the limited Self that does not recognize his identity with the
godhead:™

71 For more on vibhava, translated into French as “déterminants,” see BANSAT-

BOUDON 1992, pp. 111-114.

72 The passage is cited by Jayaratha ad TA 1.136. The source, the lost Trisiro-
bhairava, was probably a Trika scripture prescribing the worship of a three-
headed Bhairava. See TAK III at frika citing Sanderson.
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anyatha svalpabodhas tu tantubhih kitavad yatha |
malatantusamariidhah kridate dehapaiijare ||
samyagbuddhas tu vijiieyah ................ |

nanakarair vibhavais ca bhramyate natavad yatha |
svabuddhibhavarahitam icchaksemabahiskrtam ||

Otherwise, if one has little awareness, one plays in the cage of the body,
locked up by one’s [own] impurity, just like a silkworm, which is locked
[in its cocoon] by its [own] silk threads.” But one who has right aware-
ness whirls around like a dancer, with his various forms and conditions,
without [being limited by] the [false] creations of his own mind, and be-
ing beyond volition or happiness.

In addition to emphasizing freedom, the passage also brings out the
detachment of the Self by saying that he is beyond volition and
happiness. In doing so, it presents this Self in a way similar to the
BY’s, albeit the detachment is described not from purity and impu-
rity but from the act of attachment itself, since this divine Self is
self-sufficient, being as it is the only truly existing entity.

3. “DRAMATIZED” OBSERVANCES

As pointed out above, the PSu already speak of the yogin as some-
one who is not tainted by any act or sin. This is an important state-
ment, for several of the pasupata observances involve contact with
impure substances or impure acts. In this context, a later pasupata
text, the Ganakarikatika (1.7, p. 57), prescribes that the performer
of the pasupata observance must see himself as an actor, surround-
ed by other people as his public.

73 It is not possible to retrace the development of the well-known example of the

silk-worm. Two texts, however, should be mentioned here. The Sdntiparvan
of the Mahabharata may have the earliest two occurrences (12.2924-5b and
12.316.28) of this image. In both occurrences, the self locks itself in its own
construction like a silk-worm, but in one case the threads represent gunas (ko-
Sakdro yathatmanam kitah samanurundhati| sitratantugunair nityam tatha-
yam aguno gunaih | dvamdvam eti ca nirdvamdvas tasu tasv iha yonisu |) and
in the other, they represent ignorance (samvestyamanam bahubhir mohatantu-
bhir atmajaih | kosakaravad atmanam vestayan navabudhyase |)). Surprisingly,
when the image appears in the Svacchandatantra (10.361), it is used to de-
monstrate that one cannot liberate one’s self, so hard is the cocoon one has
created that Siva’s intervention is needed to remove it (kosakaro yatha kita at-
manam vestayed drdham | na codvestayitum Sakta atmanam sa punar yatha |)).
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evam prathamavasthayam vidhim anusthaya yada khalu praptajiianah
praksinakalusah krtabhyanujiias ca bhavati tadavasthantaram gatva ran-
gavad avasthitesu janesu madhye natavad avasthito vivecya vivecya kra-
thanadini kuryat.

In this way, after performing what is prescribed in the first stage [of his
observance], when he has obtained [pasupata] knowledge [from his
master] and his sins have been destroyed, after getting the authorisation
[of his master], he should proceed to the next stage [of his observance]:
in the middle of people around him, as if he were an actor on stage, gra-
dually separating [himself from them],” he should snore etc.

Acting concerns the famous second stage of the pasupata obser-
vance, in which the pasupata behaves in an uncivilized way or
“like a demon” (pretavat): snoring (PSt 3.12ff), pretending he is
limp, making gestures of love (or perhaps sexual gestures), thus
provoking slander and curse. In this way, he transfers the fruitions
of his bad karma to passers-by and takes their good karmas. While
doing so, however, he must remain detached: he must, according to
the above passage, behave like an actor and provoke disgust in
people as if he was acting in a play.

The pasupatas were probably the first saivas who “acted” in
their observance. They thus started a tradition of observances
which involved a theatrical aspect or at least required the practitio-
ner to disguise himself and play a role. He was always meant to do
so in front of people surrounding him, in front of passers-by, he
thus also demarked himself from society. The pasupatas played to
be repulsive in order to provoke an exchange of karma; but later
tantrics appear to do role-playing rather in order to assimilate
themselves to their deity. This imitation of the deity must of course
be distinguished from other important techniques or ways of iden-
tification, such as ritual transformation of the body with mantras
(nydasa/sakalikarana), possession (avesa) and complete merging
into the god (at the time of final release, moksa).

There seem to be three particular roles prescribed in such ritual
imitations: the goddess (devi), the god of love (kama) and the mad-
man (unmatta). These three are listed as three alternative vows in a
passage of the JY (1.47.10cd-15ab), which gives a set of general
rules to follow when impersonating a deity or a madman. In all

74 My understanding of vivecya vivecya is tentative.
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three cases, the disguised practitioner must behave in an uncon-
trolled manner and decorate himself excessively, like a woman.”

75

76

77

78

79

80

81

devivratadharo mantri nityalm) nepathyakadisu ||
unmattako [’|tha’® sringart capavratadharo [’1thava |
gitalapavilasadhyo nanavarnoparaiijitah |
vicitrambaramaladhyo malahastadyanekadhrk |
gramacatvararathyasu prabhramet tvaritah sada ||

gayan hasan pathan -- odam nrttam” valgan suharsitah™ |
fvintryaurthytaropitakaras ttadistakah’karah sada |
samaraiijitavaktras ca raktasitranganasadhrk™ |
tvisanavasavatcchannaprakosthodantakarnikah ||
svabhavasthas$ caran maunit kvacid bhavam samasrayet |

The master of mantras may observe the Goddess-vow, the Madman(-
like) vow or the vow of the Bow-[Carrying Kama], in which he is in
love,® always in a costume (nepathyaka-) and other [insignia]. He must
sing, babble and play around a lot, wear various colours, adorn himself
with coloured clothes and garlands and hold a garland and several other
attributes in his hands. He should always wander around quickly in vil-
lages, crossroads and main roads (or: at crossroads and on main roads of
villages), singing, laughing, reciting texts, [...] dancing, and bouncing
very happily. [...]3' With his face coloured, he should look like a beauti-
ful woman wearing a red thread [as decoration?]. He must have earrings

It is possible that the prescription here describes only the first one, the devi-
vrata. However, while one verse enjoins that one must be like a woman, the
rest appears more appropriate for the other vows. Therefore, I understand
these verses to describe the three vratas in a general and not necessarily syste-
matic way. Subsequently, each of the vratas is described separately.

The MS reads sa for tha.
The MS reading nrttam is probably to be emended to nrtyan.
The MS has svaharsitah for suharsitah.

Perhaps to be understood/emended to raktasiitro [’]. The word sadrk appears
in the MS as sadrk.

I understand the compound capavratadharo to stand for capadhara-vrata-
dharo. The compound and the adjective srngart suggest that Kama is to be
imitated here, for which there is indeed a prescription elsewhere, as will be
shown.

The beginning of the line is corrupt and does not seem to yield sense as it
stands, except that hand-held attributes are prescribed. The second compound
may be corrupt for Sastrastakakarah “holding eight weapons in the hand” as
inJY 1.15.86¢: Sastrastakakara devyah. There may be, however, some techni-
cal difficulties in carrying out this prescription with only two hands.
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reaching down to his forearms [covered with...],*> and observe his vow

while staying in his own natural state or sometimes he may resort to
[another] state.

The Goddess Vow

The detailed description of the goddess vow referred to above can
be found under the heading of Camunda Vow (camundavrata), in
which the practitioner dresses up and behaves like the terrifying
goddess (Yoginisamcara as transmitted in the JY 3.31.36c¢d-42ab,
edited by Sanderson).

82

83

tatas cared vratavaram trisastikulasambhavam ||
bhairavam va mahabhdge camundavratam eva ca |
krsnambaradharo nityam krsnagandhanulepanam ||
krsnamalavalambi ca karnalankarabhiisitah |
valayabharanopetam niipuradhvanibhiisitam ||
raktambaro raktapado divyastririipadharinah |
pracchanne nirjane dese maunt vidyavratam caret ||
masam ekam caren mantri dvadasam va mahavratam |
masena tu mahayogi yoginyah pasyatecchaya ||

tair vrtam tu carum krtva trailokye vicaret ksanat |
sarvajiiah sarvakartta ca srstisamharakarakah ||
yogininam pade devi hartta kartta ca jayate |

He must then observe the excellent vow of the 63 families also called
Bhairava vow and the Camunda vow, o Fortunate One. [First the latter is
described:]®* he must always wear black clothes and fragrant paste of
black colour, with a black garland and decorated with earrings. He must
have bracelets and [other] ornaments and jingling anklets. Dressed in

The text seems to be corrupt here and I cannot propose any convincing con-
jecture. The first word of the compound is visana or visana, which, provided
the word is not entirely corrupt, would imply that the practitioner must wear a
horn or a horn-like object.

I understand that only two observances are described in this chapter of the
text: first the Camundavrata (given here), and then the Bhairavavrata (also
called Trisastikula- or Kapala-vrata). SANDERSON 2009, p. 134, understands
that the Bhairava-vrata and the Trisastikula-vrata are two different observ-
ances, and that the practitioner can choose between altogether three vratas.
Since only two are described in the subsequent passage, I understand the va
above to refer to alternative names of the same observance; and since the Ca-
munda-vrata is connected with a ca, I understand that both vratas must be per-
formed.
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red, with red feet, having the form of a divine woman, he must perform
his preliminary observance in a secret, solitary place. The master of
mantras should perform [this] Great Observance for one or for twelve
months.?* After a month, the great yogi shall see the yoginis if he wishes.
Accompanied by them, he should make a rice offering [including the
mingled sexual fluids] and wander in the three worlds in a second. He
will become omniscient and omnipotent, performing creation and des-
truction. He will become the creator and the destroyer, o goddess, in the
realm of yogints.

The prescription hesitates between prescribing the imitation of the
terrifying black goddess or that of a beautiful, divine woman with
red ornaments.® In any case, the observance is called a vidyavrata,
which is the preliminary observance commonly prescribed before
the invocation of yoginis.

The Observance of Kama

Similarly, pretending to be Kama is also part of the vidyavratas. 1
take the following vrata, which occurs in Siddhayogesvarimata
(henceforth SYM)10.6¢d-8, to be the same as the srrigari capavra-
ta, lit. “the amourous observance of the bow” mentioned above in
the JY, for the expression seems to suggest that Kama must be imi-
tated.

dhanurdharalh] Sarams caiva paiica dikpalavat tatah ||
raktena bhasmana snato raktayajiiopavitinah |
raktapuspadharo dhiman hasantoccair japet tatah ||
Saram ekam kare grhya maunt tneyat® paribhramet |
vratam brahmasirasyaitalt] siddhidam parikirtitam ||

8 Tt is also possible to understand that the Camunda-vrata should be performed

for one month and that the Mahavrata (as a different observance, implying as-
similation to Bhairava) is an alternative, but one which must be done for
twelve months.

85 Let us note here that other sakta texts also prescribe that the practitioner
should or can dress up as a woman. See e.g. DevipaiicaSatika 5.54: strivesa-
dhart bhitvasau nagnavaso mahamatih | nirvikalpah prasanndtma piijakarma-
visaradah.

8 Perhaps one should understand maunineyat as a verb, some kind of irregular
optative of a denominative from mauna or mauni — but this solution is highly
conjectural.
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The practitioner should hold a bow and five arrows [and remain vigi-
lant?] like a guardian of a direction.’” He must be bathed in red ashes
and should have a red sacred thread. Holding red flowers, the wise one
should recite the mantras laughing loudly. Taking one arrow in his hand,
he should remain silent [...] and wander about. This is the observance of
the Brahma Head [a protection mantra], which is said to bestow success.

Although Kama is not named here either, the prescription of the
bow and the five arrows together with the red colour clearly imply
the imitation of Kama. Just as the goddess vow, this observance is
also part of the vidyavrata series, or preliminary mantra propitia-
tion.

The Madman(-Like) Observance

This vrata, unlike the previous ones, goes back directly to a pasu-
pata prescription. In PSi 4.6, the practitioner is required to remain
alone and act like a madman in the world or towards people (un-
mattavad eko vicareta loke). The commentator explains that it is
again performed in order to mislead people about the real identity
of the performer.®

The same vrata is also said to have been practiced by lakulas as
pointed out in SANDERSON 2006, p. 209. Abhinavagupta mentions
in his commentary on NS 12.85 that it existed for lakulas, in the
so-called “stage of the highest yogi.”® A similar vidyavrata, under
the name of ganavrata, but still with the prescription to behave like
a madman, is also found in the earliest tantra, the Nisvasa.” Subse-
quently, it becomes recurrent in §akra tantras, often echoing the
PSii and their commentary,” as in the following passage of the BY

87 Tt is not clear to me what this comparison to a guardian of a direction implies.

Since the practitioner takes on the appearance of Kama, it is unlikely (but not
impossible) that he should look menacing (like a guardian of a direction).

8 laukikapariksakanam sammohandartham uktam unmattavad iti.

8 paramayogyavasthayam lakuladarsanapratipannanam unmattavratam apy

asti. Cited in SANDERSON 2006, p. 209.

% prtyate gayate caiva unmatto hasate bruvan || bhasmangt ciravasas ca gana-

vratam idam smrtam | (Nisvasaguhya 3.32cd-33ab). Note that the Nisvdsagu-
hya also has an observance in which one must be disguised as a woman, as in
the devivrata: gayate nrtyate japi stririipi valabhiisitah (3.35¢d).

ol Cf. Kaundinya on PSt 4.6 (rato vaktavyam mahesvaro "ham kaumaro "ham iti)

with verse 20 above. Parallel identified in KisS forthcoming, p. 30.
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(21.18¢d-27).” As Kiss points out, the aim here is nevertheless
very different compared to the pasupata version, for this prescrip-
tion “seems to concentrate on the gradual adoption of non-conven-
tional practices (niracara), which prepares the Sadhaka for the ex-
treme rituals to be performed after this introductory test period”
(Ki1ss forthcoming, p. 33).

92

nagnariipo bhaven nityam muktakesas tathaiva ca ||
rudate hasate caiva kvacid geyam udirayet |

kvacin nrtyam kvacid valgam kvacid dhavati sadhakah ||
brahmaham visnuripo "ham isvaro "ham braviti ca |
devah praptakarasmakam kinkaratvam samagatah ||
airavate samaridha indro "ham pasya mam bravit |
indrani mama bharya ca svano "ham sitkaram hy aham ||
asvamitrddho hy aham caiva ghotavigrahakam tatha |
rathyayam Sayanam kuryad uttisted dhavate ti ca ||
vagasthanam na langheta piijayen manasapi va |
miitrena vandayet samdhyam kvacin miirdhni tu praksipet ||
striyo drstva namaskrtya mata ca bhaginiti ca |

evam sambhdsayen mantri krosanam tu na karayet ||
bhramanam tu tathaiveha ahnikan tu tathaiva hi |
bhojanam tu diva naiva unmatto ’pi samacaret ||
mastake tu tilam ksipya yitkam krtva tu bhaksayet |
sasabdam marayed vatha lokasammohanam prati ||
unmattakam mahadevi evam samcarya sadhakah |
nandriipabhi cestabhir yoginam tu hitavaham |

He should always be naked, his hair unbound. He weeps, he laughs,
sometimes he bursts out in song. Sometimes the Sadhaka dances, some-
times he jumps up, sometimes he runs [away]. He states, “I am Brahmal!
I am Visnu! I am I$vara! The gods are in my hands! They have become
my servants! Look at me — I am Indra, mounted on [his elephant] Aira-
vatal”, he says. “Indrani is my wife!”. And, “I am a dog! I am a pig! I
am horse-headed [?] and my body is that of a horse!”. He should lie
down on the road, then get up and run. He should not set foot on the site
of pantheon-worship (yagasthana) and should not perform worship, not
even mentally. He should salute the junctions of the day (samdhya) by
[offering his own] urine. He should sometimes pour some of it on his
head. When seeing women, he should greet them thus: “Mother! Sis-
ter!”. This is how the Mantrin should engage in conversation. He should
not abuse [them]. Roaming (bhramana) is [to be performed] in the same

Edition and translation of this passage are taken from Kiss forthcoming.
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way in this case (iha) [as taught above], as [is the sequence of] the daily
rituals (@hnika). He should not eat in the daytime, even though [he be-
haves like] a madman. He should throw sesamum seeds on his head and,
pretending that they are (krtva) lice, he should eat them. Or he should
kill [the “lice”] with a big fuss in order to delude people. The Sadhaka
should, O Mahadevi, pursue the Madman-like [observance] (unmattaka)
thus, with different patterns of behaviour. This is for the benefit of yo-
gins.

In this vrata, “acting” is described much more vividly than in the
observances of the Goddess and Kama. There is also a more detail-
ed and elaborate version of this vrata in the JY (3.38.167cd-173cd)
which brings out the theatrical aspect of the observance:

93

94

95

96

97

atha vonmattakam karyam vratam paramasobhanam ||
asatyul[llapalapt syad yena kena® cid tataht |

digambaro muktakeso sarvabhakso hy alolupah ||

ksanam hase’ ksanam gaye’ ksanam rode’ ksanam ratet |
ksanam plavet ksanam nartte’ ksanam dhave’ ksanam lalet ||
ksanam Santam ksanam viram ksanam® bibhatsavad® bhavet |
ksanam raudrarasavastho ksanam eva bhayanakam |
ksanam Srigarinam devi ksanam hasyaikatatparah |

ksanam adbhutasamrii dho ksanam karunyam asthitah ||
nandrasasamavisto nanabhavasamasthitah |
nanavilasasamyukto nanagitaravakulah ||
rathyapatitanirmalyam Savanirmalyam eva va |

dharayet satatam dehe sphutec ca bahubhasaya ||

Or he should perform the madman-like observance, which is particularly
auspicious. He should babble lies [...]* naked, with his hair undone, eat-
ing everything and not desiring anything, he must laugh for a second,
then sing then cry and howl. One moment he must leap around, then
dance, run or play around. For a moment he must resort to the [aesthetic
experience of the] sentiment of tranquility,”” then to the heroic one, to

The MS reads keta.
The MS reads ksatam.
The MS reads bhitatsavad.

The MS seems to be corrupt in several places here. The first word could also
be considered a crux, but the meaning seems clear. Perhaps the latter half of
the line means “he should speak with anyone [without distinction].”

It is notable that the text already knows of the santarasa, which appears per-
haps only from Udbhata onwards.
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that of disgust, wrath, terror, love, humour, marvel, and pathos.”® Pos-
sessed by various aesthetic experiences and resorting to various domi-
nant sentiments, playing various games and filled with the sound of mul-
tiple songs, he must always wear a garland that has either fallen on the
road or a garland [that has come] from corpses on his body and express
himself in several tongues.

The subsequent part of the text also prescribes that the practitioner
must emit the cries of various animals and pretend to be a kapalika
and/or an outcaste candala. Therefore, even though the theatrical
aspect of the observance is very prominent here, the point remains
the Sadhaka’s preparation for impure rites through which he will
become Bhairava himself as the master of the universe, both pure
and impure. The list of rasas must be understood in this light: they
are all present in him, preparing him for the experience of totality.

4. THE GREAT PLAY OR MOCK PLAY (MAHAKRIDA)

Thus far, we have seen various elements of theatre and dramatic
theory appearing in tantric contexts. Occasionally, it also happens
that the enactment of a play is prescribed in a ritual context. Such a
prescription is found in the second half of the BY (54.93cdff.),
which is chronologically somewhat later than the first half. The
play itself or the rite in which the play is performed seems to be
termed mahakrida or “great play,” which is an unusual name for a
theatrical production. The word krida is more often used in con-
nection with Bhairava (or the practitioner who becomes Bhairava),
who plays freely, at will in the world. It is therefore possible that
this play to be performed for Bhairava is in some way related to
this notion. However, mahakrida may also be the term for the
whole ritual that involves the play itself.

The ritual context of the performance is again an observance.
Before the prescription of this mahakrida, the BY first envisages a
more common type of observance, in which the naked practitioner
remains silent, wanders around at night in the cremation ground
with various bhairavic weapons or attributes, eats meat and drinks
alcohol. Then either an alternative is prescribed (in which he wears
various clothes as opposed to being naked previously) or a conti-
nuation of the previous practice is given, in which he can wear va-

% For karunya/karuna meaning the pathetic sentiment, see BANSAT-BOUDON
2000, pp. 841f.
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rious clothes and ornaments, he plays drums, shouts and the like.
The observance finishes with a drama (natya), at the end of which
the practitioner becomes a leader of yoginis.

krsnambaro [’thava rakta-*>° vastrais citrais tatha priye | 93
bhasmasnato [’lthava mantrt raktacandanacarccitah

lalate tilakam krtva padau laktakaraiijitau | 94

kanthe [ca) kanthikalm] dadya’ kinkinisrenimalinah |

karne kare ca bahubhyam katakabharanam tatha | 95
Jjavamalavrto mantri mundamalavalambakaih |

damarum vadayen mantri patahikam va mahatmanah | 96
Sivaravam prakurvita kravyadasabdam'® eva ca ||
nrtyarambham sabhavatma Sabdat tatra samarabhet | 97
yoginisahitam natyam virabhavavalambanam |

The master of mantras wears black or red clothes, or clothes of variegat-
ed colours, my Beloved, or he is bathed in ashes [and naked?], or cover-
ed with red sandalwood paste. He must make a tilaka on his forehead,
put lac on his feet, a necklace around his neck with rows of jingling
bells. He must also put jewels in his ears, on his hands, armlets on his
arms and wear a garland of red java flowers, which rests on a garland of
heads.!” The eminent master of mantras should play on an hourglass-
shaped drum or a kettle drum and emit a jackal’s cry or the sound of a
demon. Then he should take up there, at the sound [of musical instru-
ments] (Sabdar), the starting position in dance (nrtyarambham),'”* while
his self is infused with the [dominant] sentiment.'> He must undertake
the performance of a play (natyam) with yoginis, which is based on the
heroic sentiment (virabhava-).

The heroic sentiment is probably prescribed with reference to the
Sadhaka as a “hero,” who must be brave and fearless when he in-
vokes yoginis at night in the cremation ground and they suddenly
arrive in hordes, with a frightening appearance. The text does not
elaborate on the subject further and it remains a question what kind

99

100

101

102

103

This must be intended in the sense of athava raktambaro.
This stands for kravyadasabdam metri causa.
Because of the irregularities of the Sanskrit, this is a tentative interpretation.

For nrtyarambha denoting a particular position (avasthanavisesa) in dance,
see e.g. the Vikramacarita Southern Recension F3b and the Nrtyasastra it
cites: angesu caturasratvam samapdadau latakarau | prarambhe sarvanrtyanam
etat samanyam ucyate ||.

Other interpretations of the compound are also possible, but this seemed to me
the most appropriate in the context.
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of play is to be performed with the yoginis as actresses. The occur-
rence of the prescription is, however, not completely unparalleled.
The short recension of the SYM (27.20) also enjoins that one must
provide the god (Bhairava) with a play (kridd). Nothing is speci-
fied about this krida, but it may well be the same play that the BY
prescribes, for the BY also calls the whole ritual sequence involv-
ing the dramatic performance simply kridana.

CONCLUSION

Although theatre certainly cannot be considered a fundamental part
of tantric prescriptions and texts, elements of acting and perfor-
mance do appear in various ways as shown above. From the above
investigations, it is possible to point out some major shifts as to
how theatre and its image play a role in tantric texts. To summa-
rize these changes:

1. The image of the actor, inherited from the Samkhya (perhaps
as samanyasastra) and identified there with the subtle body,
becomes reinterpreted. The BY uses it not to explain the ten-
sion between the one and the many, but the detachment of
the self from whatever it manipulates, in order to defend its
ritual nondualism (without professing clear ontological non-
dualism). In this, it remains nevertheless close to the Sam-
khya-like conception of the self as uninvolved witness (sa-
ksin). Later sakta tantras, however, use the image of Siva as
the actor or dancer to show the absolute freedom of the dei-
ty-self, as part of a nondualist ontology, in which creation or
the phenomenal world is a product of the deity’s play, but is
identical with Him. This image of freedom, in turn, is rein-
forced by other images of dancing deities, in particular god-
desses, whose dance also expresses their unrestrained cha-
racter.

At the exegetical level, the nondual image of the divine self
as actor is the first to make an appearance (in the SS). How-
ever, its purpose is not to demonstrate the Self’s or Siva’s
freedom, but rather the unreal nature of multiplicity. This de-
monstration about the nature of being is then elaborated by
the Kashmirian exegetes and developed into a demonstration
about the nature of perception and knowledge. Rather than
showing what there is, the image comes to show levels of
knowledge: the roles of Siva represent various cognizing
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subjects and thus various religious currents. This representa-
tion of rival schools of thought makes it possible to envisage
their conversion, whereby they can ascend from their lower
position until they reach true (saiva) knowledge.

2. In the pdasupata system, observances that involved some
form of acting or pretension did so in order to hide the iden-
tity of the practitioner and to provoke an exchange of karma
between him and his spectators, i.e. passers-by. The aim is
thus to mislead others, to elicit slander and curse. While
some pasupata observances were taken over in Sakta Tantric
sources, their purpose became different: they prepared the
practitioner for the path of ritual non-duality because they
required the use of impure substances; and they were one of
the ways in which the practitioner enacted his identity with
a/the deity. By the time of the JY, an awareness of the aes-
thetic aspects of this role playing seems to appear and the
nine rasas are referred to.

3. Contrary to the pasupatas, whose dance (nrtta) was probably
unstructured and free, tantric sources also refer to structured
dance and dramatic performance. The offering of a play (na-
tya) to Bhairava, although found in a unique prescription of
the BY (and in a possible allusion in the SYM), may attest to
a practice in which a play was performed as part of tantric ri-
tual.

We cannot know what actual practice involved and some of these
prescriptions could be just entirely fanciful, but there seems to be
much more awareness of theatre and performing in the tantric
sources than in pretantric pasupata practice and particular effort
seems to be made to integrate some aspects of theatre into religious
practice. Whether this influenced Abhinavagupta or not, this is a
remarkable feature in itself.

One of Abhinavagupta’s major contributions to dramatic theory
concerns the relationship between aesthetic relishing and kaula
tantric experience, both of which require the suspension or oblite-
ration of the ego. As far as I can see, this is not brought out any-
where in the scriptural sources, for kaula and krama texts proper I
have been able to consult (omitting from this category the JY,
which is very heterogeneous) do not appear to deal with natya or
related subjects, at least not directly. It would seem then that Abhi-
navagupta’s theory of carvana bringing together theatre and tantra
is entirely his own, a fact that does not come as a surprise. It re-
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mains, however, to be seen whether (and how) the description of
kaula experience in the scriptures is echoed in Abhinavagupta’s
writings on theatre.'"

It also remains a question whether the above described use of
theatre in tantras shows the increasing influence and importance of
classical theatre, or rather, it betrays an attempt of the tantric au-
thors to integrate their texts in the cultural framework of an elite.
Whatever is the case, it reflects an increasing awareness of the dra-
matic tradition in an unexpected context: tantric scriptures. This
fact in itself implies that theatre, although it was clearly destined to
the elite in the form we know it from the classical sources, was
perhaps less restricted to the royal court than our classical sources
suggest. It is merely hypothetical of course, but more popular thea-
trical forms such as Miitiyettu in today’s Kerala, which is some
way between deity possession and theatre, may well have existed
in the past elsewhere in India too, and stood as proof not only of
the close relation of ritual and drama, but also of the universal ap-
peal of theatre.
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