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ABSTRACT

Communication through dance and music proves to be the most effective way to convey a strong message to any kind of audience. The victory of a performance depends not only on how well the dancers and artistes perform, but also equally depends on the extent to which the audience understand the play from the performance. When such performance is geared up with proper characterization, accessories, music, backdrop, and properties, the message being conveyed becomes immensely powerful.

One can be a perfect dancer, with neatly executed adavus and an innate sense of rhythm. However, merely being a dancer is not adequate when it comes to character depiction.The dancer’s ability to internalize the given role or character, be absorbed in it and be aware of the roles of other co-dancers is vital. 

AIM
The paper is dealing with the Characterization of different roles in Natya and it is an inspiration from the paper presentationevent “Natyarasalahari” conducted by Ramana SunrityaAalaya. This paper brings the complied views of many veteran performers and gurus, young teachers and senior performers of the Art.
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DEPICTING A CHARACTER

Characterization is a very important subject in Natya.It can be of human nature, godly nature, animal nature and so on.The performer on the stage must live as the character during the performance. To bring a character on the stage and impress upon the audience, the performerhas to go through several exercises, conduct an in-depth study of literature &music, and observe the nature andbehaviour of animals and human beings.Depiction of Charactersbecomes the vehicle through which the director/choreographer and the artiste relive that character. So, a character, as depicted in a story or in a performance gets modified as seen by the story teller who may be a writer, the director or the artiste.


Each and every time the artistes perform, whether they do a small role or big role, they have to enter into that particular character. They need to exercise physically and mentally with total dedication before they enter into the stage. The audience enjoys and applauds even if it be a sadness, heart-rending scene on stage that the audience happen to be watching. So, in order to establish a character, one needs to meditate upon its features.4

Example:Who will come into the mind once the character name of Veerapandiya Katta Bomman is heared? Of course, it’s Shivaji Ganesan who lived that character in that movie.A further factor that plays a part in character depiction is the actor who brings the impact of their own personality upon the character.
The actor who is depicting the character should start imitating the nuances of that particular character and then slowly get into that. They should forget about themselves and totally involve with the character. The process is very different from depicting a character who is already very familiar to audience and whose story is also well known. In the case of historical characters there may be specific mannerisms which they many need to learn. Again, there is the background of the person which would be different. The earth, the elements, time and space all become manifest characters.1 Some other significant character therefore, becomes complementary to the depiction of, or an extension of, the depiction of the main character. The performers also find that there may be numerous depictions of the same character. So, it is important for them to know the situation in which the character is placed before depicting the character.

NATYA

Natya is a tool of communication which also corresponds to drama. It means dramatic representation or drama with speech, music and dancing which contains dialogue, interpretation of moods and mime, sound and décor. The characters are formed by the state of mind of the person and the surroundings. In Natya, the character is depicted as realistically as possible. It covers all the four planes and causes a blend of aesthetic and physical appeal. Thus, it is used as an important tool to visually bring it out and therefore gives rise to effective communication.

In Natya, since it generally goes with mythological stories, character depiction must be done in an effective way by the dancer. Dancers who present a dance drama or Natya should know the story or concept in detail. And the dancers should also have knowledge of all the characters in the play. Each dancer should know about the characteristics of the role they play, i.e., the artiste shouldhave a good knowledge about the costumes, jewellery, behavioural traits, inner emotions and feelings of the particular character that will be portrayed.

A student may seek knowledge in any of the three branches of Natya; to be a performer, teacher or a choreographer. Among these, the performer can be moulded, the aspiring teacher too can be guided to a certain extent but the choreographer – to – be has to have a vision of his own. He or she also should have crystal clear understanding of the larger picture and a capacity to fit in the various parts. The artistes should make use of their knowledge, creativity and experience while enacting Natya. So, the choreographer has the liberty and should be open to make use of new ideas.

ABHINAYA

Abhinaya is that which allows the performer to convey what is needed to be communicated, at any given moment.Simply speaking, it allows the meaning of the communication to move from the person who is communicating, to the person who is receiving the communication.2 Unless the spirit of the piece is reflected in what they translated it into the purpose on Natya would not be complete.

The dramas though they are written and read, they are to be visually represented live on stage for the audience to see and experience rasa. Thus, Natya becomes a visual poetry. If the performers had to depict the character without our facial expression, thatwouldalso bea challenge for them. Expressing through their own face brings out the character easily. But when the faces are covered with masks, it is totally a different feel. The whole body had to act instead of only the face. The drama is the representation of situation in which the character of the drama is placed from time to time. Thus, this is represented through bodily gestures, speech, costumes and properties.,

Natya consists of a story line which is depicted on stage through different characters using the four elements of Abhinaya.One can depict any character through the idiom of Natya using thesefourAbhinayas and self-reflection.The Four-fold Abhinayas are Angika, Vacika, Aharya and Satvika.

Angika Abhinaya

Angika Abhinaya is the medium to express one’s feeling through different body gestures. But, here mere movement of arms and limbs will not convey the inner strength of the character. The minute detailing of the movement within the character should be depicted by the actor.

Usually in dance schools where there is wide range of artistes to choose the tendencyisto select a character based on their physical appearance. The one who performs a king’s rolewould need to be tall, well built, good looking. One who plays a snake’s role preferably needs to be skinny. What the audience can notice is, even if they really act well or not, communication happens just by the presence and their physical appearance.From the perspective of a director, one must be very careful in selecting the suitable person for the character. Effort to select a proper person with right physical characteristics for the character should be made. In case of non-availability of such an actor, a character can be brought out through costumes and appropriate body language.

The Angika Abhinaya and facial exercises has to be meticulously practiced. The character has to be imbibed.
Example 1:When depicting a character role like Andal or Meera, it is important to understand the characteristics, mental stateand the qualities of the character which should reflect asbody language.This includes the body posture,hastasand the walk.
When the dancer would sit to depict a padam, automaticallyit would know whether they are depicting a Swadeenapathika or whether it is Virahotkhandita, or whether it is a proshitapathika,in the way the body is held.3When a person comes and stands on stage, the way they hold themselves, the way the body is employed is what creates presence in theatre. So, from the way the artiste held the body, it would automatically need no explanation regarding the character being depicted.

Example 2:
Ganapathi – elephant, Hanuman – Monkey (Animals related to living character depiction)

Body Language is a type of nonverbal communication in which physical behaviors, as opposed to words, are used to express or convey information. Such behavior includes facial expressions, body postures, gestures, eye movements and the use of space.
Vacika Abhinaya



Vacika abhinaya plays an important role in the Natya tradition as it involves music as the expressing factor. Vacika abhinaya includes the songs, music notation, instrumentalization, speech and conversation.

Aharya Abhinaya



Aharya Abhinaya, or communication through attire is one of the most effective ways to draw attention and bring out a character on stage. When the choreographers are working with young artistes in age or in training, the costumes bring out the necessary communication in the ease.

Example 1 :A person wearing a Tiger skin waistpiece, matted locks and snakearound his neck is easily identified as Lord Shiva. 

Example 2 :A person who is completely painted in blue wearing a yellow dhoti, carrying flute in the hand and a peacock feather on his head can be easily recognized as the character of Lord Krishna.

Example 3 :There is an another perceptive of depicting a character without anyAharya.According toNatya Shastra,Bharatha says there are 12 types of Lasya (gentle form of dance). One of that is Asina(Pathya). This means a woman suffering from Virahadoes not evince any interest in make up and shows sorrow and despondency with an oblique glance.

Aharya Abhinaya is the mode of expression through costume, makeup, stage setting, lighting and sound system. This makes the spectator to understand the identity of a particular character.

I. Costume and make up 

The colour of costume plays an important role while depicting the character in a solo performance.Good costuming adds a lot of value to the character depiction. Seeing the character in the appropriate costume itself will speak volumes about the character. 

Example - While depicting a king’s character, wearing a grand attire, shawl, an appropriate crown and jewels, everything is so important.

Thus, costume trials and rehearsals become very important for the character to be comfortable in the costume and be able to act naturally in it.On the other hand, if the costuming is bad, it can distract the audience from the character. Therefore, the costume may be symbolic or detailed but it is very important that it should be neat and appropriate.

II. Lighting and Sound

The same character expresses themselves with different dialogues indifferent situations.This is avery important aspect of communication needing to move from moment to moment.Even the sets and propertiesalso influence the character depiction. The beautiful representation of thepassage of time was made where there was a tight spotlight in the middle of the stage and a young child comes in and goes out, then a slightly older person appears in the spotlight.2
Example :Ifthe character is entering a forest, then, the entire stage is made to look like forest using handmade painted or printed screens. The final touch to create the overall effect of the forest can be done using stage lighting. Appropriate colors can be used to create the effect which overall helps in depicting the character. In many scenarios, stage lighting has the capacity not to just highlight the character,but also act as a character itself thus, giving new dimensions.



Musical instruments are also used to further enhance the characterization through sounds and sound modulations within the ragas and talas2 and of course the stage decoration subconsciously helps audience to connect to the character and helps them imagine what could be presented.Use of music and sound has thus, come up as a complimentary art which plays a tremendous role in classical dance productions.7

Satvika Abhinaya


Satvika Abhinaya is the undercurrent which should be there in all the other three abhinayas. It is the most important of all in which the presentation is mainly through the facial expression. Itis the strength in the process of evoking a rasa through different characters. Depiction of a character in a particular situation gets the importance through this Satvika bhava.Without facial expression, the hand movements and gestures alone will not be able to bring out the exact meaning of the situation.

STHAYI BHAVA IN CHARACTER DEPICTION

While depicting the character in any performance, one should identify the sthayi of the character. Then only he or she will be able to enact that particular character. The character may be a human, demon, deity or even an animal. Sthayi bhava makes one understand the nuances of the character.

TRANSITION OF ROLES

Shifting from one character to another requires fast thinking and imagination where transition between two entirely different levels of character can be complicated. In this case the change doesn’t happen just on the attire level but also has to be evident in the body language, dialogue delivery and makeup. And so, the character chosen to take up these roles should have well versed knowledge about the costume and makeup details in addition to the knowledge about music dance. The most challenging characterization is for a solo performer. As the performer need to change from one role to another very quickly, the costumes change would not be possible. The physical appearance also remains the same. The dancer has to enact all the roles and bhavas, emotions may or may not be in sync with one’s natural behavior.

When the dancers need to present more than one character, all the things are solved when they perform as a group, and each one can depict a different character. But, as a soloist, first they stand in one place and go to another point and show another character.3 Like in reality,the individual plays different roles, as a daughter, a student, or a teacher. When a particular role is needing the focus, if the performer focuses on something else then, she will have a conflict andthe performer will not be able to play her roles to perfection.

InNatya of the stage, the individual takes on different roles, representing the same throughAngika, Vacika, Aharya and Satvika Abhinayas in a manner appropriate that particular moment.

Example1:2 roles played by Arjuna in Mahabharata
Brihannala, the transgender avatara of Arjuna in the Virataparva of the Mahabharata.Arjuna takes on the form of a transgender person due to the curse of Urvashi in this story.

Example2 :
Dasavataram - 10 roles by Lord Vishnu2

Natya is beyond gender.When the artiste participates in different Natya productions where there are more than 8 to 10 scenes and in each scene,different roles to be played. So,there would be many changes in characters and in costumes.  This makes the artisteunderstand the concepts, timing and quick change from one role to another. Larger idea of the characters and understanding of the costumes and properties to be used for the given character can also be gathered.

Thus, after many years of practice and experience, the artiste understands how to move from one character to another. One moment he is a king, God, or an animal and in the next moment he can depict a poor man, woman, demon or a bird. Each character has its own body language posture, stances, and the amount of emotions to be expressed. Therefore, this helps the one to bring out the individuality of the multiple characters when performed.6

STRENGTH PERFORMING A NEGATIVE CHARACTER 

The positivity or negativity of a character depends on the view of a person.

Example : “Shakuni in Mahabharata”

Shakuni in Mahabharatais one of the peculiar and intelligent character in Mahabharata. Shakuni, born in Gandhara region situation in present day Afghanisthan, is the maternal uncle of Kauravas and brother of Gandhari. He is considered as a negative character in Mahabharata as he is always seen supporting the Kauravasand Adharma.5

Butwhile performing, the dual expression which Shakuni shows: Smilingfor pretending that he is good front of certain persons,and a cunning expression behind the same person for expressing his desire to take revenge. It is highly challenging and interesting to perform the above character in Natya as there is mix of emotions.

For Angika Abhinaya i.e., body language, Shakuni can be made to respond after sometime to show that he listens carefully and thinks simultaneously. Size of one eye can be reduced; a wicked smile can be given to show that he has a very good plan. Apart from these, he can be frequently rubbing his hands as if he is rolling the dice. This shows that he is a very good player in chausar game. These body expressions are used in his dance with the concepts based on Mahabharata.

For Aharya Abhinaya,the artistes use darker shade costume, a snake tilaka to represent his negative and dual nature respectively. A thick beard, moustache as facial adds onand sharpeningof eyes can be done to show that he is a dangerous person to deal with. To perform all or few of the above, a clear understanding of Shakuni’s character and his story is highly important. Thus, a negative role does not matter but matters how it is playedor depicted. 

CONCLUSION

Depiction of different characters will always be a unique experience for a performer. Wholesome knowledge about a character leads to understanding, analyzing, and experiencing its proper depiction. The historical perspective, the socio - religious context, day or night, cultural climate of the period, the language, lighting, place context and psychological depictionsare extremely important. It is the way of life of the people of that period which will be reflected and makes it very interesting.3If the artistes do not understand human nature, every character they play will be synthetic and not true i.e., not true to the character.
The level of acting should be in that particular level in order not to dominate & spoil the drama. If anyone messes up, then everyone’s attention will go there and poor hero or heroine will not be noticed even though they arethe main characters in the play.2It is interesting to note that both the artiste and the audience are aware that whatever is being portrayed on stage is not a real happening but merely an artistic re-presentation.


Dr. Ambika Kameshwar says, “In a beautiful diamond necklace if one little diamond is missing all eyes will notice the one missing diamond rather than the 75 other diamonds that are present in that necklace. What is missing is what will catch our attention and therefore the surrender, and the perfection has to be there for anyone playing a role at any given point of time.No one should have that ‘He is in the 5th row’, ‘She is in the background’, ‘He have a 2-minutes role’, ‘She have a 3-minutes role’ attitude. That will make the whole presentation fail. So, this has to be kept in mind as well, not only as the character that they play on stage, but on the stage of life as well, where we are all the time.”

The Choreographer teaches the intricacies of character play, of becoming the character on stage and leaving that character with the audience rather than carrying it about oneself all the time like a wrap. So, it is the duty of the choreographer and the artiste to do justice to characters created by the writer while adapting that literature for Natya on stage. Right depiction of a character in Natya depends on the right understanding of the theme & the text, assigning appropriate roles for the artistes, suitable Angika, Vacika, Aharya to bring out the Satvika Abhinaya in the theme, thereby leading to a successful production.

By being a part of Indian Theatre and Natya experience, the artistes learn all characters which are so important and has to be accepted as they are.All the performances exist somewhere with every minute’s detail and are just waiting for the right time and moment to unravel before it.This makesto understand that in Natya, there is no age barrier or boundary either.

When the right character for the role combines with simple narration and perfect combination of music and dance, the outcome becomes wholesome. This will ensure two acts i.e., the joy of watching by audience and the joy of performing by artistes.Thus, the journey of this character depiction comes from the script, followed by music, the Aharya and finally the dance presentation.
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