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KUMKUM DHAR, a well-known exponent of Lucknow Kathak
in exotic Moghul costume for an item of Darbari or courtly Kathak (Lucknow)



KATHAK
THE MAGNIFICENT CONTRIBUTION OF UTTAR PRADESH

ttar Pradesh, the heartland of this vast sub-continent has
I | enriched many aspects of Indian culture and arts. Kathak
is the magnificent contribution of this region to the rich
storehouse of India's classical dances. The earliest reference to this
artis inthe “Aadiparva”of the “Mahabharata”which points to its
antiquity. U.P., the sacred birthplace of Sri Rama and Sri Krishna
and of great saints, poets, and musicians, has been a culturally
fertile land where several varieties of dances throve, such as
RAMLEELA the RASLEELAS of Brajbhumi, and many folk-dances.
Perhaps the roots of Kathak lay in these RASLEELASin which dance-
groups known as RAASMANDALIS performed episodes from the
“BHAGAVAT PURANA” depicting the spiritual union of the Gopis
(milkmaids of Brindavan) with their Divine Beloved Krishna. In-
dian dance has been aptly described as “the expression of all the
souls which are in torment or ecstacy about the separation of man
from God, or Radha from Krishna”.

“KATHAK” derives its name from the “KATHIKAS” or profes-
sional story~tellers who chanted stanzas from the “Ramayana” and
“Mahabharata” with mime and dance movements to the accom~
paniment of “Keertans”, “Dhruvpads” etc, all of which formed
part of the daily rituals of worship in temples.

Later on, tempting rewards of wealth and costly gifts lured
these Kathikas away into the magnificent royal darbars where the
pleasure-loving Nawab-Wazirs of Awadh were generous patrons.
Thus two distinct types of Kathak flourished. In TEMPLE KATHAK,
the “Radha-Krishna & Gopis” theme dominates; there is an ele-
ment of bhakti mixed with love, and the costumes are purely In-
dian (lahanga-dupatta cholietc). Inthe hedonistic Awadh Darbar,
Kathak acquired elements of amazing sensuous appeal and a daz-
zling exotic style characterised by subtle virtuoso footwork, elo-
quent miming, liquid plastic movements, graceful poses, and daz-
zling whirls (“chakkars”). “ Darbari Kathak” achieved alluring and



exofic elements by adopting Persian costumes and ornaments, and
Persian terms like “Aaamad’, “Thaat’, “Salaamr”’, “Tarana” and
so on,. The seeds of the “Lucknow School of Kathak” were sown
when Prakashyji, a kathak from Handia (near Allahabad) became a
dancer in the Court of Nawab Asaf-ud-~Daula of Lucknow. The
golden era of courtly Kathak was under the last Nawab, Wajid Ali
Shah who was an accomplished and creative dancer, musician,
and choreographer. Inspired by the RASLEELAS of Brindavan, he
created his own Persianised versions of RAHAS which were really
Kathak operas. He held his Kathak guru Thakur Prasad in highest
esteem. “Lucknow Kathak ” attained the peak of its glory under
Thakur Prasad's brilliant nephews, the famous Ka/ka-Bindabroth-
ers (Maharaj Bindadin and Maharaj Kalka Prasad). Their art was
enriched and popularised by the three sons of Kalka~namely
Achchan Maharaj (father of Birju Maharaj) Shambhu Maharaj (fa-
ther of Krishna Mohan & Ram Mohan Misras), and Lachchu
Maharaj. They dominated the Kathak scene for many decades.
They have left a vast “shishya-parampara” (long lines of pupils)
all over the world. The prime legatee of their heritage today is the
world-renowned and remarkably versatile and creative performer-
cum-guru BIRJU MAHARAJ. He is also a repository of hundreds of
lilting compositions by Bindadin who enriched the expressional
aspect of Kathak for ever. Another School of Kathak which has
won equal popularity is JAIPUR KATHAK nurtured under the rul-
ers of Rajasthan. Both Schools have produced countless young
and talented dancers. Kathak which was a Solo dance until a few
decades ago, has now mesmerised audiences all over the world
through magnificent dance dramas thanks to the genius of tal-
ented choreographers like Madam Menaka, Ramgopal, Kumudini
Lakhia, Birju Maharaj, Maya Rao, Rohini Bhate, Vijay Shankar,
Munna Shukla, Baswati Sen and others.

Based on “The Natya Shastra”, Kathak covers all 3 aspects:-

NRITTA (pure dance); NRITYA (expressional aspect); & NATYA
(dramatic element). But Kathak is quite different from other clas-
sical dances in music & style. The most striking thing about Kathak
in comparison with other classical styles is the impression of ex-
treme subtlety that it creates. “Like a Japanese painting, Kathak is
executed swiftly and with economy of line”. It retains the qualities



of grace & courtliness together with an emphasis on the beauty
and intricacies of footwork; TATKAAR (complicated and speedy
footwork) often in competition with the expert tabla accompanist,
brings many rounds of applause from the audiences. Tabla,
Pakhawaj, Harmonium, Sitar, Flute, Sarod and Sarangi are used
for accompaniment besides a well-trained vocalist. If the dancer
himself or herself is a good singer, the singing adds immensely to
the impression in the “abhinaya” item. A Kathak recital (solo)
always progresses from a very slow speed at the outset to a gradu~
ally accelerated pace; so there are various stages of Nritta. “Aamad”
and “Salaami’ or “Thaaf’ are done in a slow speed with subfle
grace. “Natwarr’, “Paramelu”, “Paran”, “Kramalaya”, “ Tode”,
“Tukde” etc are various technical aspects of pure dance in various
speeds. “Padhanf’ is when the dancer himself or herself recites
the bolsto be danced, so that the audience can follow them when
reproduced by the dancer through his ghunghroos (ankle-bells).
“Gats” provide scope for the dancer to reveal her skill in mime. In
Gat-bhava, the dancer takes up a theme or an episode and inter-
prets it beautifully in a variety of ways. Interpretations of Na yikas

(heroines) in various moods of love, separation and reunion form
very interesting items.

In spite of the excessively ornate super structure of alien cul-
tures, the core of Kathak remains truly traditional and Indian as

ever. This is unique feature of Kathak.

SUSHEELA MISRA




Kathak Dancers in Hindu Costumes
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