Harikatha
Carnatica brings Harikatha, the traditional art of story-telling in India, online for the first time. A jewel in the treasure-chest of Indian culture, this art-form would be featured here exclusively for you by Dr. Prameela Gurumurthy, who has done her doctoral research on this subject.
   
When Maratha rule was established in 1676 AD in Tanjavur, Tamilnadu, it became an important centre of devotional music. The first king to rule was Ekoji I. He not only allowed the continual use of Telugu as the court language, but also patronized the cultural and musical traditions of the Nayak. Tanjavur entered another phase in its cultural history when Ekoji I was succeeded by Shahaji in 1684 AD (1684-1712). He was a scholar both in music and literature. Around thirty works consisting of dramas, Padyas and Kavyas have been ascribed to him. Scholars of Tanjavur gave him the title 'Abhinavabhoja'. After Shahaji, Sarabhoji (1712- 1728) took over. Later we have Tulaja I (1728- 1736) who authored the musical treatise Sangeeta Saramrita. He was followed by Pratapasimha (1739-1763), then Tulaja II (1763- 1787), Amarasimha (1787- 1798), Sarabhoji II (1798- 1832) and Sivaji II (1832- 1855).
It was during the period of the Maratha rule that the Marathi Harikatha or keertan was introduced in Tanjavur. Keertan is one of the forms of Navavidha bhakti (nine types of devotion). It means praising the Lord. In Bengal, keertan means singing the glory of God as handled by Chaitanya. But the keertan of Maharashtra referred to a specific form of spiritual teaching coupled with music, dance and histrionics.
With the advent of Maratha rule, due to the influence of famous saints, Marathi keertan was introduced in Tanjavur. When Samartha Ramdas established his Mutt in 1663 at Tanjavur, he laid the foundation for keertan. One of his disciples was Bhimaraja Swami, who was patronized by Venkhaji and Shahaji and conducted keertan and bhajan in the Mutt.
During the second half of the 17th century, Maratha saints established many Mutts in Tanjavur. Those were Bhimaraja Goswami Mutt, Sri Govindabalaswami Mutt, Sri Johiram Goswami Mutt and Sri Sethu Bava Mutt.
Two important keertankars (composers of keertans) who rendered yeoman service to spread keertan in Tanjavur were Meruswami and Ramachandra Bhuva Morgaumkar. Mersuswami was endowed with a sweet voice and was known as Kokilakantha (cuckoo-voiced). He established a Mutt at Pudukkotai and later went to Travancore where he received royal patronage from the Maharaja Swati Tirunal. He was the kulaguru (family guru) of the King and came to be known also as Ananta Padmanabha Goswami. With his encouragement, the Maharaja composed the two famous works, Kuchelopakhyana and Ajamilopakhyana, which were performed by Meruswami himself at the royal court.
Coming back to Harikatha, one must note that before the Maratha influence, there existed a form called Kalakshepa, but it was performed in various styles: 

· Purana Pathana
· Prasangam by Oduvars
· Kalakshepam by Bhagavatars like Varahur Gopala Bhagavatar, who also performed Bhajans, and
· Upanyasa by Kappanamangalam Swami Sastri etc.
Purana Pathana involved reading out slokas and explaining them. A learned Pauranika did this. This gave importance to the knowledge of the Sastras, epics and philosophical doctrines. Literary excellence and religious preaching was given importance. Here the Sanskrit texts of the Mahabharata, Bhagavata and Ramayana were expounded. 
The Oduvars were the custodians of the 12 Tirumurais in Saivism, the great religious verses composed by the Saivaite saints. The Oduvars were knowledgeable in both the Tevaram and Tamil religious literatures. They expounded the lives of the 62 Saivaite saints with suitable songs. This was yet another tradition.
Varahur Gopala Bhagavatar was not only a scholar, but also a Bhajana and Kalakshepa performer. He used to perform Kalakshepa with dance. His was a style, which gave equal importance to both music and Pravachana.
Kappanamangalam Swami Sastri, Andamin Sivarama Bhagavatar and Karuttangudi Govinda Bhagavatar were Pauranikas, who were erudite scholars. But scholars have recorded at that time that most of these performances gave primary importance to Bhakti and there was no entertainment value.
ELEMENTS OF HARIKATHA:
Keertan was a very attractive art form as it consisted of catchy tunes, enactment of the Navarasas - the unique talas used and the swift movements altogether made it most entertaining. The Marathi keertan is of 2 types - Naradiya and Varkari. The Naradiya version is believed to have originated from sage Narada. This type of keertan is divided into 2 parts viz., the Purvaranga and the Uttararanga. 
In the Varkari keertan we only have the various compositions of the Marathi saints, the Padas and Abhangas. These are sung along with explanations of songs. Here, importance is given to singing and the group rendering of Namasankeertan. There is no Akhyana (story) in the Varkari style. Whereas in Naradiya style we have the exposition, which is known for its erudition. 
What became popular was the Naradiya style in and around Tanjavur. Tanjavur Krishna Bhagavatar is the person who wanted to improve upon the Kalakshepa with certain elements from the keertan. The striking feature of the keertan was the Marathi metrical compositions, which were very popular. These were short verses sung between the story or the Akhyan. They were named after their metre. Saki, Dindi, Ovi, Abhang, Arya, Pada, Ghanakshari, Panchachamaram, Kekavali, Khadga, Dohra, Savayi are all the specific metrical forms used in Harikatha or keertan. These Marathi poems, adopted into the Kalakshepa tunes in ragas Bimpalasi, Kapi, Behag and Yamankalyani became very popular.
Before this, Bhagavatars sang Ashtapadis, Tarangam, keertans and other compositions. But there were no suitable songs to incorporate between the prose passages. Therefore, it was thought necessary to adopt these metrical forms. Moreover, Krishna Bhagavatar realized the importance of enacting the various roles with dramatic fervour, which kept the audience spellbound. He modulated his voice in such a way that the characters came alive. He was also trained well in Bharatanatyam. This helped him in bringing out the proper facial expressions. For such performances, there were usually two co-singers, one with the Tambura and the other with cymbals. The talas used were special to Harikatha, namely the 3-beat, 5-beat and the 7-beat with the Usi nadai
Let's now see some of the important musical forms used in Harikatha:
Saki: It is an important Marathi metrical form. Moropanth is the author of Sakis. Bhagavatars adopted this form, which was popularly used in Marathi keertans. The ragas in which these are generally sung are Jonpuri, Kapi and Behag. These are of 2 types. One for description and the other for Veera rasa sung in situations full of anger, which is called Mel Saki, as it is sung in the higher octave. It is also known as Veera Saki. The tala used is of either 7or 3 beats.
Dindi: Ragunatha Pandita, Chintamanikavi and Morgumar Bava have composed such forms. Kapi raga is used. However, certain other ragas are also employed.
Pada: One of the major contributions of the Marathas to South Indian music is the Padas composed by great saints. These are valuable gems in the field of devotional literature, which were popularly handled by the Bhagavatars in Bhajana and Kalakshepa. These are different from the Padas of Kshetragna. They are similar to the keertanas with Pallavi and many Charanams. Meruswami, Ananda Tanaya, Tukaram, Samartha Ramadas are the main composers of Padas. Narayanaswamy Appa, a versatile mridangam player and singer, tuned some of the Marathi Padas in Carnatic ragas.
Abhanga: 'Susloka vamanacha abhanga vani prasiddha tukayacchi. Ovi jnanasachi kim va arya mayura pantachi.'   The term Abhanga means destruction-less; it is usually associated with the deity of Pandarpur, Abhanga Vittala. Abhanga are of two types. One is the devotional Abhanga, while the other can be sung only for particular situations. Since the general Abhanga is devotional in nature and has a lilting music, it has been a favorite form in Bhajan and Kalakshepa. Tukaram and Jnaneswar have composed many Abhangas.
HARIKATHA LITERATURE:
‘Nirupana’ is the term used to denote the text of a Harikatha. This is a written manuscript containing the various stages, with the songs and the prose passages. The well-known Nirupanas are Seeta Kalyana, Rukmini Kalyana, Srirama Janana, Parvati Kalyana, Ushaparinaya, Vatsala Kalyana, Rukmangada Charitra, Viswamitra Yagasamrakshana, Ahalya Sapavimochana, Vibhishana Saranagati, Garudagarva harana etc. Most of these versions have been adopted from the Keertan Tarangini, a work in Marathi.
The modification made in these Nirupanas is that the Bhagavatars incorporated suitable compositions in Sanskrit, Telugu and Kannada to suit the Southern audience whereas, the Marathi keertankars used only Marathi and Sanskrit verses. The highlight was the usage of a variety of musical forms belonging to Carnatic, Hindustani and folk music. Therefore, it was enriched by certain elements of the Marathi keertan, which went a long way in ensuring the great success of Harikatha, which was introduced by Krishna Bhagavatar. His career, spanning for over 50 years from 1847 - 1903, was the golden period for this art. The great stalwarts who entered the field inspired by Krishna Bhagavatar were Pandit Lakshmanachar, Tirupazhanam Panchapakesa Bhagavatar, Mangudi Chidambara Bhagavatar, Muthaiah Bhagavatar, Tiruvaiyyar Annasami Bhagavatar, Embar Srirangachariyar, Sulamangalam Vaidyanatha Bhagavatar, Sulamangalam Soundararaja Bhagavatar, Saraswati Bai, Padmasini Bai and others.
The performers of recent times carrying on this great traditions are Mannargudi Sambasiva Bhagavatar, Banni Bai, Kamala Murthy, Kalyanapuram Aravamudam and T S Balakrishna Sastry among others.
The Harikatha musical forms in Marathi and other languages further enriched the rich storehouse of the Tanjavur musical literature. 

TRADITION OF STORY TELLING IN SOUTH INDIA
      
Story telling is a popular performing art in India. Each region has developed its own style and tradition of story telling in various regional languages combining musical compositions between the narrations. Epics and Puranas (ancient stories of wisdom) in Sanskrit are the common story material for all or most of the regions of India. 

In South India, the art of story telling is referred to as Kathakalakshepa, which is a Sanskrit term meaning, “Katha” - story, “kala” - time, and “kshepa” - throwing away. In total it means spending time listening to stories. Such performances are held in temples, weddings and other religious or social functions. This is a one-person theatre where the performer has to be versatile in the aspects of exposition, singing and histrionics, and be able to interestingly narrate humorous anecdotes as well. The storyteller is looked upon as a teacher who is a scholar in ancient texts in Sanskrit and other vernaculars. He interprets the religious and mythological texts of the past to the present and future generations.
In the various States of India there are three traditions of storytelling. The first is the Purana-Pravachana, which literally  means, “expounding the Purana”. The Purana-Pravachana was narrated by the Pauranika, who was an expert in the exposition. Such expositions are solemn and serious.
The second tradition, Kathakalakshepa is unique because the story is carried through various songs and compositions in different Indian languages like Sanskrit, Tamil, Marathi, Telugu, Kannada and Hindi, which is a peculiarity in the Tamilnadu-style of story telling. 

The third is a folk art, prevalent in Andhra Pradesh (a State in South India), called Burrakatha. Burra is a drum that is shaped like a human skull (Burra means skull). In this tradition, gypsies narrate stories beating this drum. As referred to earlier, in Tamilnadu the folk story tradition is called Villu-pattu, viz., the bow-song. 
Krteyadhyayato vishnum 
Tretayam yajoto maghaihi 
Dvapare paricaryayam 
Kalautatu Harikeertanatu
Meaning: In Krta, Treta and Dvapara yugas (different eras in Hindu mythology), one had to do yajnas (sacrificial rites), tapa (penance) and other severe austerities to obtain the grace of God. But in the Kali yuga there is a very easy method to attain God or receive His blessings and that is Harikeertan. 
Harikatha, Harikeertan and Kathakalakshepa are synonymous and mean, narrating stories from epics and puranas, interspersed with musical compositions. Keertan is a very typical usage of Maharashtra.
       
TAMILNADU
      
We shall now deal with the style of story telling prevalent in Tamilnadu, where the narration is in Tamil and is interspersed with musical compositions in various languages like Sanskrit, Marathi, Telugu, Tamil, Kannada and Hindi. The history of South India and in particular, Tanjavur, where this art was born and nurtured, saw the rise of three kingdoms, viz., the Chola empire, the Nayak rule and the Maratha dynasty. This influenced the art of story telling to a great extent. We shall also see how the Tanjavur style of Kathakalashepa (which is a synthesis of the Tamil and Maratha style) was established around the 1850s and was popular for about a hundred years, till around the 1960s. 

There is also a rich literary tradition of published and unpublished written material called Nirupana, where the story and the songs are written down in various languages like Marathi, Tamil and Telugu.
Apart from this, there is a folk style of story telling prevalent in South India called the Villu Pattu (the bow song). The villu, a bow that is used as a primary instrument, is struck while narrating the story and singing the songs. Small bells tied on the bowstring are struck by two sticks to create a jingling effect. More about this later.
Story is called Katha in Sanskrit and Kathai in Tamil. The performing art, Kathakalakshepa, is common to people all over the world. We would all sure remember the bedtime stories of our childhood.  

In India, during the Vedic period the term used for episodes or story was Akhyana and the expert storyteller was called Akhyana-Vid. There were professional storytellers called Suta-Puranika, who were experts in narrating the genealogies of  the Kings and their heroic deeds. In the Tamil work Tolkappiyam, we have references to stories of God being narrated and this was named Tonmai (meaning old).
In South India, it was the Tanjavur Katha tradition that adopted certain fine elements from the Maharashtra keertan. Thus the Tanjavur tradition of Harikatha influenced the story traditions of the other States viz., Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and Kerala. There is a belief that there was no Harikatha in Tanjavur before the Marathi keertan. This is erroneous. (I have cited the details in my book entitled Kathakalakshepa - A study, which was my doctoral research paper).
Doraiappa Bhagavatar has written articles on Harikatha and its exponents in the 1940s, in the journal "Natyam", which was edited by Ranjan, the well-known Indian dancer and film actor of yester years. According to him three traditions prevailed before the Maratha keertan was introduced in Tanjavur.
1. The Oduvars and other scholars expounded the Kamba Ramayanam, Villiputturar Bharatam and the Periyapuranam in temples along with musical compositions. This was mainly in Tamil, and was known as Kathaprasangam, performed by stalwarts like Arunachala Kavi (17th century), Gopalakrishna Bharati, Maha Vaidyanatha Iyer, Ramalinga Swami (all 19th century), Nellai Sundaramurty Oduvar, Kripananda Variar, Pulavar Keeran (all 20th century) and others. Even today we have scholars like Suki Sivam and Trichy Kalyanaraman etc., who perform in this style. One important factor is that the element of music in these expositions depends solely on the musical ability of the individual. The ones who were adept in music used that skill, whereas the experts in literature used their knowledge in that area more. Some had a good command over both, which reflected in their performances and popularity.
2. The other style of story narration was the Pravachanam (exposition), which was expounded by scholars, mainly Brahmins, who were experts in the epics, Puranas, Sastras, Upanishads, and other philosophical works of Advaita, Vishishtadvaita, Dvaita and Saiva Agamas. They concentrated mainly on Sanskrit and Tamil texts. Music was kept to a minimum and was used sparingly to recite the slokas. Andamin Sivarama Bhagavatar, Paruttiyur Krishna Sastri, Pandit Lakshmanacharyar and Tiruppazhanam Panchapekesa Sastri (19th century) were  well-known Pauranikas. Mukkur Lakshminarasimhacharyar, Toopil and Velukkudi Krishnan (20th century) are continuing this tradition.   

3. The third was the Kathakalakshepa, which was closely connected with the Bhajana Sampradaya. The Bhagavatars who knew music, dance, stories and epics narrated them with upakathas (sub-stories) and interspersed them with suitable musical compositions in various languages accompanied by instruments. The compositions used are common to the Bhajana Sampradaya (congregational singing) like the Ashtapadis of Jayadeva, Tarangas of Narayana Teertha, compositions like Tevaram, Divyaprabandam, Tiruppugazh, keertanas of Annamacharya, Bhadrachala Ramadas, Tyagaraja, Padas of Purandaradasa and other dasas and the Bhajans of Tulsidas, Kabir, Meera and Surdas. This is the style of Katha, which was modified by Tanjavur Krishna Bhagavatar who is considered the father of the Tanjavur style of Kalakshepa. This tradition had its golden days with his entry into the field (1847-1903). Almost all the exponents were inspired by his performances and took to Harikatha. They were pandit Lakshmanacharya, Tiruppazhanam Panchapakesa Sastri, Sulamangalam Vaidyanatha Bhagavatar, Mangudi Chidambara Bhagavatar and others. Krishna Bhagavatar was instrumental in introducing various Marathi metrical forms like Saki, Dindi, Ovi, Arya, Abhanga pada etc into the art of Kathakalakshepa.  
The talas Usi, 3 beat, 7 beat and 5 beat, reckoned on the Cipla and Jalra were used in a special method. The Nirupanas (story text) were adopted from the Keertan Tarangini, a Marathi text. Writing a Nirupana interspersed with the above-mentioned songs is entirely a Marathi concept adopted by the Tamil performers. These were translated into Tamil by T S V Mahadeva Sastri (early 20th century). Viswamitra yaga samrakshana, Sulochana Sati, Vibhishana Sarangati, Draupadi mana samrakshana, Sri Ramajanana, Garuda garva harana, Vatsala kalyana, Rukmini kalyana are all Nirupanas from Keertan Tarangini.
Villupattu:
So far we have seen the classical tradition of story telling. There is also a folk narrative style called Villupattu or the Bow-song. In villages, performers called the Pulavar (poet in Tamil), narrated stories. The main instrument is a bow, where many small bells are tied on the bowstring. The main storyteller narrates the story striking the bow. The bow rests on a mud pot kept facing downwards. Another person beats the pot while singing. There is also a co-singer who adopts the role of an active listener by saying 'yes yes' or asking 'is it so?' appropriately, to make it more interesting for the performer as well as the audience. The stories chosen are heroic ballads commonly known in the villages. However this form of story telling is also popular in urban areas. This medium is in fact utilized to propagate social welfare programmes like Aids awareness, family planning and also election propaganda. Kanian koottu and Udukkadipattu, prevalent in the villages of South India, are also folk story telling traditions. Stories like Sudalai Madan kathai, Draupadi Amman Kathai, Kovalan Kathai, Muttuppattan Kathai, Marudu Sahodarar kathai etc are narrated.
     
ANDHRA PRADESH
     
In Andhra Pradesh there are two types of story telling - the Purana Pravachana and the Harikatha. The folk style of Katha is Burrakatha. 

The Purana Pravachana is similar to that of other States, the only difference being the narration in Telugu with suitable quotations from Sanskrit occasionally. The stories are also taken from Sanskrit or Telugu texts. 
Scholars feel that Harikatha in Telugu had its origins from Yakshagana (Telugu dramatic literature).  The other opinion is that it branched off from the Bhajana tradition. Ajjada Adibhatla Narayana Das, the Father of Telugu Harikatha, did to the art what Tanjavur Krishna Bhagavatar did to Tamil Harikatha. Yakshagana with slight changes became Veedhi Nataka (street play) or Bayalatta of Karnataka or Terukkoottu, the folk street theater of Tamil Nadu.
The Bhajana tradition owes its origin to Sankeertana Padakavita Prapitamahudu Simhagiri Krishnamacharyulu of the 14th century. Later the Talapakkam brothers, Annamacharya and Chinnayya (15th century) and Bhadrachala Ramadas enriched the art with their compositions. The link between Bhajana and Kalakshepa is something common to Tamilnadu, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and even Maharashtra. The main difference in Bhajana is that one person leads and the group joins in the singing. Whereas in Harikatha, the main performer sings and narrates the story while the audience participates by joining in the Jaijaikara. 
In 1883, Kuppuswami Naidu from Madras performed Dhruva Charitram at Vijayanagaram, where Adibhatla Narayana Das, who happened to be among those present was so inspired that he wrote his own text of the Dhruva Charitram and began a career as a Harikatha Bhagavatar. He was already a singer, a poet and a writer who also knew dance. He had all the necessary requisites to become a Harikatha performer. Dr S Gangappa, who wrote about Narayana Das refers to him as the architect of the modern Telugu Harikatha.
The written text of a story with songs is called Yakshagana in Telugu. Narayana Das not only wrote such works not only in Telugu but also Sanskrit. Telugu Harikatha Bhagavatars have a violin or Harmonium and a Tabla or Mridangam as accompaniments. They perform in the standing posture, narrate the story, sing and dance.
There are specific poetic metrical forms in Telugu like Padya, Churnika, Dvipada, Champakamala, Utpala mala, Kanda Padyam and Sisapadyam.
Dulipali Krishnakavi, Chittimalle Rangayyadasu, Ramanujadasu, Bageyuapalli Ananta Ramanujacharyulu, Mushti Rajalakshmamma and Lakshmi Narashima Yogini are some of the popular Harikatha artistes of the 19th century. Dr T Donappa's book, Telugu Harikatha Sarvasvam has dealt with the subject extensively.
Burrakatha:
Burrakatha is a popular folk style of story telling in Telugu. Burra means a skull. The instrument resembles a human skull and is made of baked clay with a hollow shell. It is wide on one side and tapers towards the other end. At times it is made out of brass and copper. The Burrakatha storyteller's wife assists him in the singing. The performers belong to the Telaka or Mutharasi caste and are also called Sarada Kandru (The Sarada people), which means, worshippers of the Goddess Sarada Devi.
This art of story telling is also popular among the Christians and Muslims of Andhra Pradesh. Abraham Bhagavatar's Yesu Charitram, Manohara Kavi's Christu Janma Rahasya, Ratna Kavi’s Samson and Delaila, Khader Khan Sahib's Mohammed Vilasam are all story texts that have been used by the performers.
    
KARNATAKA
      
The art of story telling is called Keertan, Katha keertan, Kathakalakshepa and Harikathe here. The Jains call it Jinakathe and Saivaites Sivakathe. The Yakshagana of Karnataka is a very popular, theatrical art. The term Prasanga is used to denote the written text of the Yakshagana and the Talamaddale. The Talamaddale is a Yakshagana performed without make up, in a seated posture with Tala (rhythmic metre) and Maddala (a kind of percussion instrument). Each person takes up a character and has to improvise his own dialogue. 

Tumkur Venugopala Dasa in a personal interview way back in 1983 told me, "The Haribhakti propagated by the Alwars, the Tamil Vaishnavaite saints up to the 12th century was carried on by the Dasakuta line of composers.”
“Harikatha Smarane Mado nirantara Paragatigidu nirdhara Nodo”  sang Purandaradasa.
Two sources influenced Kannada Harikatha. One was the Marathi Pandharpur Bhajana tradition. Ramachandrabuva Morgaunkar, who taught many at Tanjavur also propagated and popularized Marathi Keertan in Karnataka during the 19th century. Sripadaraya, Kanakadasa, Jagannatadasa and Purandaradasa, the Dasakuta line of composers, performed religious discourses from 14th century onwards. Bhadragiri Achyuta Dasa, Bhadragiri Kesava Dasa, Konanuru Srikanta Sastri, Gururajulu Naidu, L Lakshmipati and Tumkur Venugopala Dasa are some of the well-known Kannada Kathakaras. The other source of influence was the Tanjavur Harikatha.
The subject encyclopedia in Kannada mentions the origin of Harikatha thus:
"Any story with Sangeetabhinaya, coupled with anecdotes is called Kathakalakshepa. This has had its origin in Maharashtra. Before this form entered Karnataka there used to be Purana Patana and Bhajana in temples. In the course of time, Purana Patana has taken shape into Kathakalakshepa. Krishna Bhagavatar of Tanjavur and Tiruppazhanam Panchapakesa Sastri have given the actual form and popular appeal for this art. Today Harikatha vidwans in Karnataka are following the path laid by them.”
      
KERALA
           
In Kerala the art of story telling branched out into three different types, namely, Patakam, Harikatha and Kathaprasangam. 

Patakam is similar to Purana Pravachana. This is the exposition of Sanskrit texts in the vernacular, viz., Malayalam. Harikatha was introduced by Maharaja Swati Tirunal, who was highly influenced by the Tanjavur style of Harikatha. Kathaprasangam is very unique to Kerala and was started to popularize and propagate the Malayalam language and literature.
Patakam:
Patakam is a solo performance and had no instrumental accompaniment. Slokas are recited, followed by narration and exposition. The Nambiyar community performed this earlier, but today it is not restricted to them alone. This was a traditional and orthodox art and drew its material from the sacred lore. Sanskrit and Malayalam were the only languages used.
Harikatha:
Professor S Gupta Nair, a scholar in Malayalam Literature, mentioned to me in an interview in 1983 that Harikatha, with all its musical richness was introduced by Maharaja Swati Tirunal and the latter wrote Kuchelopakhyana and Ajamilopakhyana. And that Meruswami, a Marathi keertankar, performed these two Charitras. It consists of slokas and songs in Sanskrit. This was sometime in 1836. He was also called Anantapadmanabha Goswami and was the kulaguru (family teacher) of the Royal family of Travancore.
K K Vadyar has written a book entitled "Kathaprasangam Endu Endinu Engane" which discusses the Katha scene of Kerala.
Apart from the traditional Patakam and the introduction of the Tanjavur Harikatha, the unique modern story telling style of Kerala is the Kathaprasangam. If we analyze the term, it means story-exposition. So there is no religious element apparent in the term.  It could be any story taken up for exposition. The content was non-religious. The purpose was not to propagate bhakti or devotion but create awareness for the Malayalam language and literature. The other purpose was to fight against the evils of the society and to strive for its upliftment.
This was conceived by the end of the 19th century and during the early part of the 20th century.  Those who were not well versed in Sanskrit or music took to Kathaprasangam.  The music used was light or light classical, similar to film music. Their motive was “one God and one race” (community) (“Ore Deivam, Ore Kulam”), propagated by Sri Narayana Guru, who was a social reformer.
Modern simple novels and stories of the Malayala Kavitrayam (poet-trio) viz., Asan, Vallatol and Ulloor were adopted. Satyadevan was the pioneer of Kathaprasangam and later M P Manmadan, K K Vadyar, P C Abraham, Joseph Kaimamparamban and V Sambasivan popularized this art.
The popular themes of Kathaprasangam were Chandalabhikshuki and Karuna, popular novels of Kumaran Asan and Vallatol’s works 'Magdalena Mariam', Romeo and Juliet, Anna Karanina (in Malayalam). The narrations were highly dramatized like the dialogues of drama. There was also an elaborate orchestra like the keyboard, drums etc. (similar to the light music orchestra), which provided the background music for the narration, a concept borrowed from cinema.
Of all the above-mentioned performers, only Joseph Kaimamparamban is alive and continuing this tradition. He was a staff artiste at the All India Radio, Trivandrum.
This is the scene of story telling in South India and it is quite interesting to note how each region has developed its own style from the common origin, the Purana Pravachana. This was the system of formal teaching - the transmitting of scriptures and epics in the form of story, by a learned teacher to a gathering of eager listeners. As long as one wants to hear a story and another narrate, story telling will continue to be an interesting way to spend time. The television and the computer have become our modern storytellers. Yet, there is a human mind and a brain behind them. 
AN ARTICLE ON KEERTAN SASTRAS
- By B R Ghaisas
        
The word keertan has been derived from Sanskrit (kat-lyut) meaning "thereby generally telling, praising, celebrating" etc. There are usual discussions in seminars about the issue, whether keertan is an Art or a Science. The general trend of the discussions shows that it's an instrument of social education of a common man especially in the rural world. The words Art and Science are so much interrelated that it becomes very difficult to define keertan either as an Art or as a Science. But at the same time, if we try to define the said words in its proper perspective, it will give us the nature of the concept of keertan as an Art or a Science or both.  
    
Keertan is included as one of the ‘Navavidha Bhakti’ (Nine types of devotion) and hence, it is a kind of Bhakti. 
     sravanam keertanam vishnoho smaranam paadasevanam |
     archanam vandanam daasyam sakhyam aatmanivedanam || (Srimad Bhagavatam) 
Meaning, just listening to keertans takes one towards good and prevents him from going towards the evil. 
pravruttischa nivruttischa pumsaam yenopadisyate | 
   taddharmaaschopadisyante saastram saastravido viduhu ||  
Meaning, whatever is of utmost interest, stable, eternal, non-corrupt, unaffected by the passage of time, and is the eternal truth, is described as a Science. Science is generally inviolable but the skillful application of the same is an Art. 
    
To take the society towards the good and to give proper expression to it is the basis of the keertan. Taking into consideration these factors, among others, it can be said that keertan is based on scientific or educational principles but the skillful application of those principles is an Art. Therefore keertan is both a Science and an Art. 

The following books can be cited as the literature of the keertan:
· Keertana Tarangini 

· Keertana Sumanahaara 

· Keertana Kumudini 

· Keertana Muktahara 

· Keertana Chintamani 

· Poorvaranga Taranga 

· Poorvaranga Tarangini 

· Keertana Kala Aani Sastra 

· Naachu Keertanaache Rangi 

· Keertana Prayoga Prakriya 

There is some discussion about the principles of the keertan in the form of introduction in these books. The keertan is divided into two sections, namely, Poorvaranga and Uttaranga (story-telling). 
One of the well-known keertankars (practitioner of keertan), Vinayak Ganesh Bhagwat of Benaras has published, in 1926, a book on keertan Sastra entitled  “Keertanaacharyakam”. This book deals with the scientific and educational principles of the keertan. This book denotes, among other things, two conventional systems of keertan, Vaiyasik (of Vyasa) and Naradiya (of Narada). In both these systems he mentions the beginning with Naman (praise) of Rukmini-Pandurang (Lord Krishna),  Narada, Santa Eknath (saint Eknath), Mata-pita (parents) and thereafter the prayers of Vyasa, Valmiki, Lava-Kusa, who are the founders of the keertan system. This book further elucidates as to who can be considered the master of the keertan system and ultimately its utility. Then he describes the general and special features of keertan, the keertankar, his way of expression, the eight different constituent factors and six sub factors, the instruments used (Phakwaj, Tal and Vina) and how they are to be arranged and used etc. Besides, he has analysed the system in to four parts, Dosha, Guna, Vidhaan and Charitrarachana and each part has been discussed as to its qualities, showing that sometimes Dosha can be converted or utilized as a necessary quality too. He has shown and discussed the methodology of the performance of keertan. In the end he has also touched the aspect of economics of keertan. 
      
THE KEERTAN PROCEDURE
    
The book further continues with the keertan procedure. It begins with praises for Narada, Vyasa, Valmiki, Suka and Lava-Kusa, the original proponents of the keertan system, which is encapsulated in the following sloka: 
  devarishivyasavalmikisukaan lavakushaavubhaa |
        vaadyasankeertakaan natvaa granthaha prarabhyate mayaa || 
The author of the book submits with humility that the writing of this book is not for one's self-assertion but for self-purification. 
Vaiyasik and Naradiya are two basic systems of keertan as mentioned above. Out of these, Naradiya is the older one. Whatever we observe today as the Naradiya keertan was performed by Sukacharya. We can find such references in Srimad Bhagavata mahatmya included in Padmapuran.  
  prahladastaaladhaari taralagatitayaa choddhavaha kamsyadhaari | 
  veenadhaari surarshihi swarakusalataya ragakartaarjunoabhooth || 
  indroavaadeenmridangaha jayajayasuvachaha pravadamste kumaraaha | 
  sadbhaavasya pravaktaa  niratisayaguno vyasaputro babhoova ||  
The keertankar was Suka. He was accompanied by Prahlada, Uddhava, Narada, Gandharva, Arjuna and Indra, who played on various instruments i.e. Tala, Jhanj, Vina, Mridanga etc. That Naradeeya system is the oldest one can be evidenced by the words of Narada himself. 
  Bramhadattaamimaam veenaam swarabrahmavibhooshitaam | 
Moorchyayithwa harikathaam gaayamaanascharaamyaham || (Srimad Bhagavatam)
References are available to the effect that Narada to Vyasa to Suka was the chain of directions for the singing of Bhagvat Katha. Since then Keertan Bhakti was included in Navavidha Bhakti and sage Suka became the founder proponent of this system.  
Sitting on ‘Aasan’ (a yogic posture), with the book of Bhagavaccharitra in front and explaining the content of the same, was the system practiced by Vyasa. Naradeeya Sampradaya has been quoted by the following stanza.  
Veenaadivaadya sangeeta sahitya samalankritam | 
Sankeertanam samutthaaya naradeeyaha sa keertitaha ||
Normally the person authorized to do such type of keertan is one from a learned group or anybody else who has the religious aptitude or appetite of such activity. The practice of such art gives mental satisfaction and happiness and helps acquire the four-fold objectives of human life - Dharma (charity), Artha (wealth), Kama (love) and Moksha (liberation/salvation).
The speciality of Harikeertan has been well expressed in the following stanza: 
 vaagvaidagdhyaviraajitham navanavonmesha arthakavyaanvitam |
gitaalapakalaapitam cha bhagavalleelaavilaaseekritam || 
yatsyadyatra  kilaavalambya mahataam padyam subodhapradam | 
tasminschedupasamhritam bhuvi varam proktam hareh keertanam ||
Meaning: That type of keertan is the best, which includes select words and sentence constructions, newer and modern poetical construction, methodical singing and describing God, taking the advise of saints as the basis. 
Saint Ramdas of Maharashtra has characterized the model of keertan, which is being followed by keertankars. According to him, the components of a good keertan are Tala, Mridanga, Sangeeta, Nritya, Tana, Alapana, praising the Lord, with flavor and while following the tradition.  This has been encapsulated in the following stanza:  
      
Taala, Mridanga Harikeertana | 
Sangeeta Nritya Taana Maana | 
Naana  Kathanusandaana | 
Tutochi Nedaave  ||  (4-2-11)
Rhythmic cymbals and with a tambura, sing the song of God 
Music, dance, tuning and applause; to help 
And continue the connection of series of stories  
Do not allow the link to be snapped.
         
His views on keertan has been brought out beautifully in the following stanzas of his work Dasa bodha: 
      
Yasha Keerti Prataapa Mahima | 
Aavadi Varnaava Paramaatma || 
Jene Bhagavad Bhaktaancha | 
Santushta Hoye ||  (4-2-9)
Success, reputation, bravery and importance 
Describe with love, the supreme soul 
Due to such action the soul of devotees gets contented. 
           
karunaakeertanaachyaa lote | 
katha karaavi gadagadaate | |
srotayaanchi sravanapute | 
Anande bharaavi || (4-2-11)
By the surge of compassion from songs of God 
You should tell the story of God with thunder 
The ear drums of listeners 
Be filled with joy and happiness.
     
Bhakti Gyaana Vairaagaya Lakshana | 
Neethinyayaswadharmarakshana 
Saadhanamaarga Adhyaathmaniroopana | 
Praanjala Bolaave  ||  (4-2-16)
The symptoms of devotion, knowledge - renunciation 
The signs at morality justice protection of self-religion 
The path of worship and narration of spiritual elevation 
Should be spelled out by you clearly, unhesitatingly. 
      
The great Maharashtra saint Dhyaneswar has expressed how keertan results in immense happiness, destroying the evil forces (Dyaneshwari IX, 197 to 211). The qualifications of a good keertankar have been expressed in the following stanzas:
        
Bhagavad upaasanasaktastanmudraa mudritascha Gurubaktaha |
Sadvrutaha Srutisammatamaargapuraha Satyavaaganabhimaani ||
Laghulobhi Hyanasooya Daani Lokopakarakoavyasani |
Yevam Roopaha Syaatkila Keertanakaaro Vipaschitaam Maanyaha ||
Meaning: The worshipper of God having applied Bharama, Gopichandana and Sindoora on his body, who is a gurubhakta and behaves as per the dictates of the Vedas, who always speaks the truth, has no ego or greed and is generous and helpful, such a keertankar is generally accepted by the social intelligentia. 
        
Saint Ramdas of Maharashtra has some interesting descriptions of an ideal keertankar too, as has been beautifully brought out in the following verses: 
       
Sone Aani Parimale | 
Yakshudanda laagati Phale |
Goulya Madhurya rasaale | 
Tari Tey Apoorvata ||
Gold and fragrant, 
Sugarcane bears the fruits, 
Sweet, tasty and juicy, 
Then what a unique situation!
      
Taisa Haridasa Aani Virakta |
Gnyataa Aani Premala Bhakta |
Vitpanna Aani Vaadarahita |
Tari hehi Apoorvaha ||
Likewise a devotee of God Hari and an ascetic, 
Understanding, and in addition, loving devotee, 
Learned, and in addition, without dispute, 
Then that also is a unique situation! 
       
Raagagyaani Taalagyaani |
Sakala Kala Bramhagyaani |
Nirabhimaane varte jani |
Tari Hehi Apoorvataa ||
Knowledge of classical composition and rhythm, 
All performing arts and the Supreme truth,
And resides among people without ego,
Then this also is a unique case!
       
Mana Tevooni Easwari |
Jo Koni Harikatha Kari |
Tochi ye Samsaari Dhanya Jaanaa |
Ya Naava Haridasa 
By keeping God in mind
Whoever tells the story of God Hari, 
In this material world he is the only blessed fortunate.
He is called devotee of God Hari.
      
It is through the ladder of keertan that one can reach God. Hence it should not be disturbed by any kind of dust (especially by selfishness). In this regard, another Maharashtra saint, Eknath, makes very valuable suggestions. He says the purity of keertan should be maintained, lives of great and noble persons should be brought out, while at the same time, all the limitations of walk and talk should be strictly observed.  

Dhairya, Soora, Tala, Gano, Vaktritwa, Sastra, and Purana are the important components of keertan, while the instruments and its players, the audience, the idol of God, respect for all and candlelights in the temple are the six subcomponents. The correlation, coordination and cooperation of all these components and subcomponents are a must for raising the level, standard, quality and effect of the keertan. 
Apart from the positive suggestions above, there are also certain negative aspects, which must necessarily be avoided by the keertankar. The following stanza describes the negative aspects affecting the standard and good quality of the keertan. 
     
Anantevaasitaa Hyangabangascha rasahoonyataa |
Swarasiddhihi punaha padye vruta sabdaanuyojanam ||
Sthamabhaayitam paribraantam Broobhango Mukhavaikrutam |
Aamreditam skaladeestwam Bhangascha Padavaakyayoho ||
Taabhyaam Arthaviparyaasaha Pumschalebhaavadarsanam |
Draagvaaktwam Prapadotthaanam Desakaalaanavekshanam ||
Meaning: Lack of the study of the subject matter, deficiency in the coordination of the components and subcomponents, repetition of unwanted words, improper posture, unnecessary circumlocution, stammering, speaking too fast or too slow are some of the deficiencies and disqualifications in the process of keertan. Such things take away the interest of the audience. It remains only an exercise of dry  substance without any desired effect.  
      
Saint Ramdas is also very critical about the likely and avoidable defects while doing keertan. He says -
     
Pude Asata Sagunamoorti |
Nirgunakathaa je kariti
Pratipaadooni Ucchediti |
Techi Padatamoorkha|| (Dasa bodha)
In the presence of the ‘Idol’, full of good attributes, 
Who discourses on the state of attribute-less divine,
Make presentation and rebut the same 
They are learned, but fools. 
      
Srindaarika navarasika yaamade saandave yeke |
Striyaadikaanche Koutuka Varno naye ki ||
Meaning: In the audience of romantic and sentimental, give up only one thing – don’t praise women or describe others! 
      
In substance, the Haridas or keertankar should be gentle, objective, keeping in mind the aims of the keertan, his uniform, language, posture and maintain a voice congenial for the occasion. All other things should be arranged in such a way that there would not be any loss of appreciation and appetite among the audience. The language and its mode of statement are the most important factors throughout this experiment.  

There also are some suggestions for story telling (Akhyana). Various metres in poetry like Saki, Dindi, Ovee, Katav, Dhanakshari, Abhang, Anjanigita, Pataka, Lavani etc. from South India, and Choupayee, Sorata, Doha, Champa, Kundaliya etc. from Northern India should be used. 
The goal of keertan is to achieve Paramartha (the Supreme). Saint Eknath from Maharashtra says - 
          
Sugunacharitra Paramapavitre Harichi Varnaabhi |
Sajjanavrinde Manobhaave Adi Vandaavi ||
Baktigyaanaavirahita ghoshti itaraa na karakya |
Premabharane Vairagyaachya yukti vivarakya ||
Jenekaruni moorti tasaavi Antari Sriharichi |
Yasi Keertanamaryada he santaanchya dharachi||
Meaning: Narrate the stories of Lord Hari and expand the fame of God. The keertankar must give respect and bow before the audience who are devotees, learned, saints and gentlemen. One must not talk about subjects other than Bhakti, Gyan and Vairagya. In short, the keertankar must observe the limitations of keertan. 
       
To conclude, keertan leads to a spiritual life. One must consider the limitations laid down for keertan. Saint Ramdas says -
     
Keertane Vaacha Pavitra |
Keertane Hoye Satpatra|
Harikeertane Pranimaatra |
Susila Hoti || (Dasabodha)
Meaning: Singing the praise of God makes speech pious and one eligible for attainment of the eternal  Truth.
