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ABSTRACT: Kartika Tirunal Balarama Varma (r. 1758-1798) was the ruler
of the South Indian state of Travancore and the author of a Sanskrit trea-
tise on theatrology, the Balaramabharata. His reign constituted an important
period of patronage of arts and literature, especially in the field of performing
arts. The king was not only an outstanding patron but also an eminent scholar
and an accomplished author. As the evidence of this great variety of roles,
the paper proposes to analyse the opening passages of the Balaramabharata
where Kartika Tirunal Balarama Varma presents himself in a self-portrait of
sorts: as a ruler, patron, scholar and poet. He inscribes himself in the patronage
tradition of the rulers of Travancore as well as in the line of the continuators
of Bharata’s Natyasastra while simultaneously showcasing his literary prow-
ess and practical experience in the contemporary tradition of performing arts.
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The paper is based mainly on my M. A. thesis submitted in 2017, prepared under
the supervision of Prof. Lidia Sudyka (Jagiellonian University): Balaramabharata—dynas-
tyczne i naukowe aspiracje Kartiki Tirunala Balaramy Warmy (Balaramabharata—
dynastic and scientific aspirations of Kartika Tirunal Balarama Varma).
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Introduction

Kartika Tirunal Balarama Varma' (r. 1758-1798) was the ruler of
the South Indian state of Travancore (Mal. tiruvitankotti, tiruvankottii,
tiruvitankir) in the southern region of the present state of Kerala, and
the author of a Sanskrit treatise on theatrology— the Balaramabharata.
His reign constituted a period of prolific patronage of art and literature,
especially in the field of performing arts. The Rajah was an outstand-
ing patron, praised and solicited by the artists of his time; an eminent
scholar and an accomplished author. In order to provide evidence for this
great variety of roles, the paper proposes to analyse selected passages
from the Balaramabharata, with a special focus on the opening verses
of the work. In those, Rama Varma paints a self-portrait of sorts—as
a ruler, patron, connoisseur of art, and artist—purposefully inscribing
himself both in the patronage tradition of the rulers of Travancore and
in the line of the continuators of Bharata’s Natyasdastra. Simultaneously,
he demonstrates his literary prowess and practical experience in the con-
temporary tradition of performing arts. The very choice as to which of
the earlier kings to mention in his work and how to portray them in his
work defines Rama Varma himself. The descriptions of the monarchs
from the past form a rich and dense background against which he wants
to be seen as a ruler—a background, however, that would let him shine.
The brightest source of brilliance in this portrait of Rama Varma seems
to be his role as the creator of the space in which he himself and those
he patronises create works of art and science.

! “Kartika” denotes the star (na/) of his nativity—#rttika; thus “Tirunal” togeth-
er with the name of the star is a part of an honorific used by the members of the Travan-
core royal family; and “Bala” is a hereditary title denoting the submission to the tutelary
deity of the Travancore royal family, $rT Padmanabha (Sambasiva Sastri 1935: 3-4),
represented as Visnu with a lotus (padma) growing from his navel (rabha). In the pres-
ent article, Kartika Tirunal Balarama Varma will be referred to as Rama Varma.
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Balaramabharata

Translations of Rama Varma’s Sanskrit?> work presented in the paper
draw on the edition of the Balaramabharata by K. Sambasiva Sastri—
Balaramabharatam of Sri Balarama Varma Vanci Maharaja, published in
1935 in the Trivandrum Sanskrit Series, no. 118 (Sambasiva Sastri 1935).3
The edition is based on a single manuscript belonging to the Palace
Library of Trivandrum (today Thiruvananthapuram). Composed in
Sanskrit, the manuscript is written in the Malayalam script and
has been transliterated into devandagart by the editor of the book.
K. Sambagiva Sastri dates the manuscript to the end of the 18" cen-
tury (ibid.: 17), and according to E. Easwaran Nampoothiry, this single
manuscript might be the original copy produced by the author himself
(Easwaran Nampoothiry 1983: 74). The treatise is composed in the com-
bination of verse and prose—the printed edition contains 2408 stanzas
and numerous passages in prose, of different lengths, ranging from one
line up to two pages.

The Balaramabharata is a theoretical work on theatrology (natya-
Sastra) dealing primarily with the angikabhinaya or physical repre-
sentation as the principal instrument of conveying emotions (bhava)
and leading to the aesthetic experience (rasa). The treatise consid-
ers also other aspects of the theatre theory such as music and musi-
cal accompaniment or the definition of nafya and its essence. But
the bulk of the work, devoted to the angikabhinaya, discusses the
movements of the body and the uses (viniyoga) of these movements.

The prologue of the Balaramabharata (Balaramabharata 1-42)
opens with an invocation to the deities (mangalacarana) (Balarama-
bharata 1-8): Sarasvati, Gane$a, Siva and Parvati, SrT Padmanabha,

2 The whole of the Balaramabharata has not been translated into any other lan-

guage; short fragments have been translated into English, see Easwarana Nampoothiry
1983. Several stanzas are also given in English translation in Gouri Lakshmi Bayi 2000:
415-416.

3 While quoting passages from the Balaramabharata 1 refer to the printed

edition. The work was reprinted in 1991 by Chaukhamba Sanskrit Pratishthan in Delhi.
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Visnu and Laksmi. Subsequently, it presents the genesis of the work
(Balaramabharata 9, 40—42) and praises the author—in his roles as
a ruler, patron, and connoisseur of arts—as well as his dynasty and his
kingdom (Balaramabharata 10-39).

Rama Varma as a King

Rama Varma was born in 1724 as the son of K&rala Varma Koil Tampuran,
of Kilimaniir, and Rani Parvati Bayi (Sambasiva Sastri 1935: 4). In 1758,
after the death of his maternal uncle Martanda Varma (r. 1729-1758),
he inherited the throne of the kingdom of Travancore. In the opening
part of his work, Rama Varma emphasises his role as a king, not only
by describing his achievements but also by claiming a connection with
the ancient lineage of the rulers of Kerala.

The author refers to the legendary history of Kerala by comparing
himself to Parasurama, Rama with the axe, known also as Bhargava
(Balaramabharata 21), the mythological creator of the land of Kerala.
The myth of Parasurama and the origins of Kerala are transmitted both
in the oral tradition and literary sources, as Malayalam Kéralolpatti or
Sanskrit Keralamahatmyam (Galewicz 2015: 61-62; Vielle 2014).*In
the Balaramabharata (Balaramabharata 21), Rama Varma mentions
Parasurama while seeking blessings for himself:

Sriramah svayam eva karmukadharo rudro ‘stravidyapatuh
surah saktimatam gadaparicaye saksatkrto bhargavah |
bahubhyam atimallavairikalahe Srikrsna eva svayam
srimadvaricikuladhipo vijayate Sribalaramaprabhuh | 21 |

4 According to Vielle, the myth of Parasurama is not as old as it may appear,

and the full version of the story may be found in literature from around the 13
century (Vielle 2014). Both Kéralolpatti and Kéralamahatmyam are even later
compositions—the earliest compilation of the first may be dated to ca.17® century
and the second is seen by some scholars as having been drawn upon Kéralolpatti
(Galewicz 2021: 4).
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[He is] St Rama himself, holding a bow, terrifying expert in the mili-
tary art, who appeared [as] Bhargava, a champion among the power-
ful ones during the mace trial, [he is] Sri Krsna himself, in the fight
with both hands against a powerful enemy; may he win, this respect-
able lord of the Vafici dynasty, King $ri Balarama.’

In his work, Rama Varma claims to be a descendant of the Céra dynasty,
calling himself “the divine jewel adorning the royal C&ra dynasty, the
wonderful diadem of the respectable rulers of Kerala” (ceraksitisakula-
bhiisanadivyaratnam Srikeralaksitibhrdadbhutamauliratnam, Balarama-
bharata 14a). In this passage, he refers to the dynasty of Kulasekharas,
known also as Céras of Mahddayapuram, who ruled in Kerala from
the 9" to the 12" century. Their reign is referred to as the second Céra
Empire, the first being the reign of the C&ra dynasty in the cankam
period (Menon Shreedhara 2006: 142-145). The Kulasekharas
claimed to be the descendants of the Cankam Céra dynasty by using
the title of Céraman Perumal. Moreover, the capital of Kulas€kharas,
Mahddayapuram (known also as Mahddayapattana or Makotai), was
called Vanci—name derived from the name of the capital of the first
Cera Empire (ibid.: 82-83). However, there is no evidence of a con-
nection between the Kulasekharas and the Cankam Cera dynasty, and
the indigenous historical tradition, such as reflected in Kéralolpatti,
does not differentiate between a “first’ and a ‘second’ Cera Empire, this
distinction being made by modern historiography.

5 Mace (gada) is usually one of the attributes of the god Visnu; how-

ever, this fragment seems to refer to the story of the rivalry between Parasurama
and Subrahmanya—more precisely to the mace-fight between Parasurama and
Subrahmanya at Subrahmanyapura, as described in Kéralamahatmyam and Keralolpatti
(Janaki 1966: 67—68). Spear (sakti) being one of the attributes of Subrahmanya,
the phrase “Saktimatam,” may be also translated as “among the spear-holders” and
refer to Parasurama’s opponent in this battle. The second part of the stanza may refer
to the episode of Krsna’s subduing of the serpent Kaliya.
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The last ruler of Kulasekhara dynasty, Rama Varma Kulasekhara
(r. 1089-1122) (ibid.: 145)° moved the capital from Mahddayapuram,
ravaged by the war with the Codla dynasty, to Kollam in the southern
province of Vénatu. Alluding to the C@ra capital, the new capital was
called ‘Ten Vafici’ (‘Southern Vafici’) (ibid.: 141). In the 12" century,
after the war against the Colas which lasted the entire 11" century and
led to the collapse of the second C&ra Empire, the provinces, Vénatu
among them, gained autonomy from the central power, becoming inde-
pendent kingdoms with their own ruling dynasties. In the 15" century,
the kingdom of Vénatu split into two, one of them being the kingdom of
Travancore (Menon Shreedhara 2006: 198-215, Kunju 2007: 44-75).

The royal family of Travancore established its capital in Trivandrum
(or Thiruvananthapuram), and later in Kalkulam (or Padmanabhapuram).®
The title of Kulas€khara Perumal used by the Ceras of Mahddayapuram
was maintained by the rulers of Vénatu and later by those of Travancore
who used it officially up to the middle of the 20" century. The last ruler of
Travancore, who titled himself Kulasékhara Perumal, was Sri Citra Tirunal
Balarama Varma (r. 1931-1949) (ibid.: 170). The name Vanci, as well as
the title of Kulas€khara Perumal, appear also in the Balaramabharata
where Rama Varma styles himself “the respectable lord of the Vanci
dynasty” (Srimadvaricikuladhipo, Balaramabharata 21) or “Sti Balarama
Kulasekhara, the ruler of Vaiici” (sribalaramakulasekharavaricibhiipah,

¢ On the genealogies of the Céras of Mahddayapuram, see Menon Shreedhara
2006: 145-146.

7 According to a local legend, the partition of the Céra Empire was brought
about by the last Céraman Perumal before he embraced Islam and departed for Mecca.
There is however no evidence to back up this account, and the story of his convertion
to Islam may be the result of confusing him with a later ruler of Calicut (Nagam Aiya
1906: 210-229; Menon Shreedhara 2006: 17, 141-143; Kunju 2007: IX—XVI, 1, 45).

The assumption of the imperial titles by the Vénatu rulers may have occurred
as a result of marital unions, contracted within the matrilineal system followed by
the ruling families, between the royal centre of Mahodayapuram and the provinces
(Vielle 2011: 374-375).

8 On the history of Vénatu and Travancore, see Menon Shreedhara 2006,
Ibrahim Kunju 2007, De Lannoy 1997, Nagam Aiya 1906.
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Balaramabharata 13; and vasicibhupah sribalaramakulasekharabhiimi-
palah, Balaramabharata 17°)."°

Among his numerous ancestors, Rama Varma mentions two fig-
ures—Céraman Perumal Nayanar, one of the Saiva saints or Nayanars,
and Kulasekhara Alvar, one of the Vaishnava saints or Alvars—and
refers to the legends relating to them."

C@raman Perumal Nayanar is said to have gone on a pilgrimage,
together with his friend, another Saiva saint, Sundaramiirti Nayanar,
to visit various Saiva shrines. In the Balaramabharata, Rama Varma
mentions their last journey,'> which they made to the Siva’s residence on
Mount Kailasa. Ceraman Perumal travelled on a horse and Sundaramurti
on a white elephant. When they reached Kailasa, Céraman Perumal recit-
ed his poem, Tirukkaiyilaifianavula (ibid.: 158; Sastri Nilakanta 1955:
352-353). Rama Varma describes this event in the Balaramabharata
(Balaramabharata 16):

®  The entire stanza (Balaramabharata 17) reads:

tadvamsabhiisanamanih sa tu vaiicibhiipah

Sribalaramakulasekharabhiimipalah |

Sripadmanabhakarunam avalambya bhiimim

acandrataramavatad agado ‘navadyah | 17 |

“This ruler of Vaiici, jewel adorning his dynasty, King S1T Balarama Kulasekhara,

devoting himself to the compassion of S1T Padmanabha, may he rule the earth,

free from disease, as long as there are moon and stars [in the sky].”

10" The epithet, “the ruler of Vaiici” (vasicibhipah), is used also in reference to
Martanda Varma (balamartandavarmakulasekharavaiicibhippah, Balaramabharata 23).

1" Despite attempts to identify these figures with rulers of the Céra dynasty—
Kulasekhara Alvar with Kulasekhara Varman (r. 800-820) (Menon Shreedhara 2006:
157, Raja Kunjunni 1980: 1-2) and Cé&raman Perumal Nayanar with Rajasékhara Varman
(r. 820-844) (Menon Shreedhara 2006: 158)—there is no consensus on this identifica-
tion or even on the fact that they correspond to any of the rulers of Mahodayapuram
(on the identification of Kulasekhara Alvar, see Anandakichenin 2018: 55-70). It
should also be mentioned that the order of stanzas in Balaramabharata does not fol-
low the chronology of this tentative identification, as in the prologue Céraman Perumal
Nayanar is presented before Kulasgkhara Alvar.

12 This last pilgrimage of Céraman Perumal and Sundaramdirti is narrated in
Cekkilar’s Periyapuranam (12 century), relating the lives of the 63 Saiva Nayanars.
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kailasasailagamane pathi samsmrtena
bhaktena sundaravarena sa cerabhiipah |
aruhya vaham adhigamya ca Sailam ise
srisundarena kathitam caritam cakaral 16 |

This Céra King, going to the mount Kailasa together with the bhakta
named Sundaravara, mounted a horse, reached the mountain and
composed a story dedicated to Siva, which was handed over by
honourable Sundara.

According to the legend,"® Kulaéekhara Alvar, who at the height of
his royal fame became a devotee of Rama, used to listen to the recita-
tion of the Ramayana every day. Once, while listening to the passage
narrating the battle where Rama all alone faces the army of thous-
ands of raksasas, Kulasekhara Alvar jumped up, ready to depart with
his army to Dandaka forest to help Rama. He was detained from put-
ting his plan into practice by an ingenious plan of his ministers: they
sent a group of men who met the king and told him that they were
coming from the battle where Rama had already defeated the demons.
Calmed, Kulasekhara returned to his palace. Knowing the passionate
temperament of the King, the royal reciter would emphasize the happy
moments of Rama’s history and quickly pass over the difficult ones. But
one day, the usual reciter had to be replaced by his son who, unaware
of the situation, recited the entire story. When Kulasekhara heard about
Ravana’s abduction of Stta, he immediately armed himself, rushed to
the seashore with his army and threw himself into the water, ready to
reach Lanka, kill Ravana and rescue Rama’s wife. As the King was
swimming towards Lanka, Rama himself appeared in front of him to
turn him back to his capital. At the end of his life, Kulasekhara Alvar

3 The story is narrated in a 17%-century hagiographic work, Prapanna-

mrtam of Anantacarya, which draws on Divyasiiricaritam of Garudavahanapandita
(Uskokov 2014: 218). The account of Kulasékhara is also quoted in Govindacharya
1902: 116-133.
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retired to Rangaksetra, or Srirangam, where he worshiped Visnu as
Ranganatha. In the Balaramabharata, Rama Varma narrates the whole
incident (Balaramabharata 18—19) in these words:

Sriramabhaktirasapirnamanah™ smrtasri-
ramatmabhavasahitah sa grhitakhadgah |
ramayanasravanaravanakhandanecchuh
sindhum vivesa kulasekharabhiumipo yah | 18 |
tam raghavo ‘pi karunanidhir etya tiirnam
dattva karam jaladhitiram amum nindya |
dattva varam pratidinam bhuvi ranganatha-
samsevako mama tu bhaktajanesu mukhyah | 19 |
ittham hi ramavacanastutadivyamirtir

yam bhumim eva paripalayati sma pirvam |
tadvamsakirtim'> amalam paripatukamah
Srirama eva sa kalau hi krtavatarah 1 20 |

The King Kulasekhara, with his heart filled with devotion to Sri
Rama, and unified with the nature of Sri Rama called to [his] mind,
[became] willing to kill Ravana while listening to [the recitation of]
Ramayana, seized his sword and threw himself into the ocean.

He was approached by the compassionate Raghava who gave him
his hand, led him to the ocean shore and blessed him with the words:
“Every day on earth [you are] the supreme servant of Ranganatha
among my devotees.”

In this manner, the divine figure, praised by Rama’s words, desir-
ing to guard the stainless glory of the dynasty of the world, which he
was protecting in the past, appeared like Rama in Kaliyuga.

The only modern ruler of Travancore mentioned by Rama Varma is
his maternal uncle, Martanda Varma.'® According to the rules of the

4 em. AW, ed.: punamarnah

5 em. AW; ed.: kirttim
16 On the rule of Martanda Varma, see Ibrahim Kunju 2007: 175-192, Menon
Shreedhara 2006: 282-293, Nagam Aiya 1906: 333-368, Velu Pillai 1940: 262-357.
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matrilineal system of succession (marumakkattayam), followed in
Travancore, the throne was inherited by the son of the eldest sister
of the ruler (Menon Shreedhara 2006: 165-166). Hence, Rama Varma
inherited the throne from his maternal uncle. Martanda Varma is men-
tioned in only one stanza. That is enough, however, to sum up the reign of
the king considered to be one of the most illustrious rulers of the dynasty
and the founder of modern Travancore (Balaramabharata 23):

yanmatulo ripujayam prasametya bala-
martandavarmakulasekharavaricibhippal |
cakre bhuvam svakarasamstham ivatapatram
tadbhagineyakulasekharabalaramah | 23 |

Kulasekhara Balarama was a nephew of his uncle, Balamartanda
Varma Kulasekhara, the king of Vaiici, who defeated the enemy and
made the world stay in his hand like a big umbrella.

By calling himself a “vessel of compassion of SrT Padmanabha” (sripad-
mandabhakarunarasapatrabhiito, Balaramabharata 12) or by stating that
he is “filled with the devotion at the feet of SrT Padmanabha” (sripadmana-
bhapadabhaktirasaikapiirnah, Balaramabharata 25), Rama Varma refers
to an important project undertaken by Martanda Varma which was
the dedication of his entire kingdom to S1T Padmanabha, the tutelary
deity of the Travancore royal family. As a result of this dedication, SrT
Padmanabha, titled now Sri Padmanabha Perumal, became the ruler
of Travancore, and the king and all his successors, assuming the title
of S1T Padmanabhadasa,'” became the servants of the deity and ruled
the kingdom on his behalf. Rama Varma addresses the Travancore deity
in the benedictory verses of his work (Balaramabharata 6):

7" However, according to Gouri Lakshmi Bayi, the title was already used by

the Travancore rulers before this time and is found in the temple archives as a title
conferred on a male child born in the royal family (Gouri Lakshmi Bayi 2000: 85-86,
91-92, 119).
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srimadbhanusahasrakotisadrsah pitambaralankrtas
cancatkundalasobhitagandayugalah srivatsavakso harih |
laksmibhumikataksaviksanalasacchrngarabhavojjvalah
payat pannagarajabhogasayanah sripadmanabhah sada | 6 |

May Sri Padmanabha always protect us, reclining blissfully on
the king of snakes, Sesa, blazing with love arising from the sideway
glance of Laksmi and Bhiimi; St Hari, dressed in a yellow garment re-
sembling thousands of golden rays of sunlight, whose cheeks are adorned
with dangling earrings, and whose chest is marked by the srivatsa.

An important part of the opening verses of the Balaramabharata is
dedicated to Rama Varma himself and his achievements in his role as
the ruler.”® He mentions his education received under the guardianship
of Martanda Varma, who prepared him, his nephew, for his future acces-
sion to power. Rama Varma was instructed in the domains of admin-
istration and military art but also in the field of arts and science. He
excelled in literature, music and dance, and spoke several languages. In
the Balaramabharata, he calls himself an expert in the field of vedanta
(atmavidyapravina, Balaramabharata 30), and talks about his wide-
ranging education (Balaramabharata 28):

sakalanagarabhasabhasane lekhane ca
pragunitamatir atmajianasantasvabhavah |
viditasakalasastro yogamargapravinah

bhaniti'® kusalabuddhir bharatipirnadehah | 28 |

Whose mind is prepared to write and talk in the languages [used] in
the city, whose character is calmed by the knowledge of the arman,
versed in all the sastras, an expert in the path of yoga, whose mind
is capable of discourse, whose bodily form is filled with eloquence.

8 On the rule of Rama Varma, see Nagam Aiya 1906: 369-416, Sambasiva
Sastri 1935: 1-17, Velu Pillai 1940: 357-446, Easwaran Nampoothiry 1983: 26-28,
Menon Shreedhara 2006: 293298, Ibrahim Kunju 2007: 192-209.

Y em. AW, ed.: phaniti
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Rama Varma praises himself in his role of the king by describing
the prosperity and security of Travancore, as well as by pointing to his
territorial conquests (Balaramabharata 10):

sakalanypatiramyam sajjanair avrtam yat
sakalavibudhagamyam punyapiirnam puranam |
tridasanagaratulyam devatabhis ca piarnam
vijayanrpatilaksmya sevitam visvasaram | 10 |

The ancient [kingdom] pleasing to all the rulers, chosen by the virtu-
ous men, suitable to be the home of the sages, filled with purity, full
of deities like a celestial city, the abode of Laksm1 of the triumphant
king, and the treasure of the universe.

He also praises his ministers—the most renowned being the dalava
Ayyappan Martanda Pillai and the divan K&$ava Das, neither mentioned,
however, by name—who helped him carry on reforms started by his
uncle (Balaramabharata 32):

parijanaparivita mantrinas tatra tatra
prabhusamayam ajasram bhavayanto bhajantah |
nrpabhavanavarasya dvari nityam carantah
sakalajanapadebhyo rajatantrasvatantrah | 32 |

The devoted ministers, surrounded on every side by attendants,
working constantly on the alliances of the rulers, arriving always at
the door of the royal palace, for the good of the country and the sov-
ereignty of the royal power.

Besides these references to Travancore, the Balaramabharata men-
tions an important event from the period of the reign of Rama Varma—
the Mysore invasion of Malabar in the second half of the 18" cen-
tury, first by Haidar Ali, in 1766 and 1774, and later by his son and
successor, Tipil, in 1782. Travancore remained one of the few states
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that escaped being conquered by Mysore, and numerous refugees
from the other kingdoms of Malabar sought shelter in the kingdom of
Rama Varma, who in the Balaramabharata praises his military victo-
ries and speaks of refugees fleeing from the dreaded Mysore sultans
(Balaramabharata 35):

kalibhayacakita ye desadesaprasiddha
nrpabhayacakita ye sadhavah sadhuvrttah |
asaranam iti matva desato gantukamah
Saranam upagatas te varicibhipaladesam | 35 |

Virtuous sages, famous in all lands, frightened of war and trembling
with fear of the king [Haidar Alf or Tipii], aware of having no pro-
tection and wishing to leave their country, went seeking shelter in
the kingdom of the Vafici ruler.

Rama Varma, who refused shelter to no one, earned the epithet of ‘Dharma
Raja’ for himself and of ‘Dharma Rajyam’ for his kingdom (ibid.: 295),
facts that resonate in the following passage of the Balaramabharata
(Balaramabharata 11):*°

ripujanaduravapam rdajanitiprasastam
vividhamanujasanghair asritam dharmariapam |
agatikamanujanam atmaraksakaram taj

Jayati hi satatam srivancirajasya rajyam | 11 |

The always victorious kingdom of the venerable Vanci King, uncon-
querable by the enemies, praised for the politics of the King, giving
shelter to various people, ruled by the dharma and giving protection
to those without resort.

20 Rama Varma’s epithet of ‘Dharma Raja’ was later used by C. V. Raman Pillai

as the title of his Malayalam novel, Dharmaraja (1913, translated in English in 2009
by G. S. Iyer).
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In matters other than politics, Rama Varma describes himself as
a devout ruler, taking care of the religious practices in his country
(Balaramabharata 26). Indeed, the Rajah is said to have conducted 16
royal ritual donations (sodasamahddana), prescribed by the sastras, as
well as the Vedic ritual of yaga.

sripadmandabhapuratah sa hiranyagarbha-
danam tulapurusadanam ajasradiksah |
vidhyuktasastrakrtasodasadanam arya-
vidvadganaya bhuvi vedavide pradattva | 26 |

He, constantly undertaking religious practises before Sr Padmanabha—
hiranyagarbhadana, tulapurusadana and [the rest of] sixteen donations
accomplished according to the prescriptions of the sastras, [and gifts]
to the assemblies of respected sages, experts in the Vedas on earth.

Faithful to the notion of Travancore’s allegiance to Sr1 Padmanabha,
he dutifully pledged each newly conquered territory to the deity
(Gouri Lakshmi Bayi 2000: 137-138).

Rama Varma died in 1798, at the age of 74, leaving as his succes-
sor the only male member of the family, his nephew Avittam Tirunal
Balarama Varma (r. 1798—-1810), who ascended the throne at the age of
16. In the Balaramabharata, Rama Varma mentions two other relatives:
his younger brother, the prince Makayiram Tirunal Ravi Varma, who died
in 1786, and his nephew, the prince A$vati Tirunal Rama Varma, who
were to succeed Rama Varma and was, in 1785, invested with the title
of the heir apparent (yuvaraja), but who, unfortunately, died in 1794
(Raja Kunjunni 1980: 172, XVIII; Gouri Lakshmi Bayi 2000: 416)*'
(Balaramabharata 24a):

tadanujaravivarma bhagineyah svanama
svayam api sa tu variciksmapatis caikabhavah | 24a |

21 According to V. Nagam Aiya, in 1788 (Nagam Aiya 1906: 385).



Kartika Tirunal Balarama... 145

His younger brother Ravi Varma and his nephew, who attained [high]
reputation, and he himself, the ruler of Vaiici, are of the same nature.

Rama Varma as a Royal Patron

Rama Varma, a personification of kingly qualities, gained equal renown
as a patron of literature and arts, and this role is also highlighted in sev-
eral passages of the Balaramabharata. The rulers of Travancore may, to
some extent, be seen as inheritors of the tradition of the royal patronage
that existed in the Cankam period, under the rule of the first Ceras and
later continued under the Céras of Mahodayapuram. After the fall of
the dynasty of Kulas€kharas in the 12" century, patronage of arts was
continued in the kingdoms of the independent local rulers. The political
divisions and rivalries between the newly emerged dynasties did not affect
the growth and exercise of patronage but rather encouraged competition
between the rulers in their role as patrons, with the movement of artists and
scholars not restricted by the existence of mere political boundaries.

Among the rulers of Veénatu and Travancore one may find
many famous patrons and artists such as Ravi Varma Kulasekhara
Sangramadhira (1299-1314), praised in the inscriptions as ‘Bhoja
of the South’ (Gouri Lakshmi Bayi 2000: 71-72; Menon Shreedhara
2006: 173—175). Martanda Varma?? was another great patron—the most
renowned court poet of Martanda Varma was Devaraja Kavi, the author
of the Balamartandavijayam, drama celebrating the dedication of the
kingdom to SrT Padmanabha. Martanda Varma himself was described
as a scholar but he did not leave any known work.

Rama Varma’s court was an important centre of patronage* and
the ruler regularly organized learned assemblies (panditasabhd) where

2 On the patronage of Martanda Varma, see Velu Pillai 1940: 351-353,
Raja Kunjunni 1980: 168-170, Easwaran Nampoothiry 1983: 23, Gouri Lakshmi
Bayi 2000: 409—414, Menon Shreedhara 2006: 419—420.

2 On the patronage of Rama Varma, see Velu Pillai 1940: 443445, Kunjunni
Raja 1980: 170-180, Easwaran Nampoothiry 1983: 23, Gouri Lakshmi Bayi 2000:
138-139, 414-416.
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artists and scholars were honoured for their achievements. In the
Balaramabharata, Rama Varma presents himself as a generous and
respected patron, “friend of the sages, respected by the assemblies of
scholars” (vidvatpriyo nikhilasiriganebhya aryah, Balaramabharata 25).
He depicts his court as a place where art and scholarship flourish
(Balaramabharata 36):

gahanapadapadarthajiianavijianadaksair
amaragurusamanair arthasastrapravinaih |
sarasagunakavindrair vakprasange vidagdhaih
pratidinam atiramya Sobhate rajadhant | 36 |

The beautiful capital, adorned every day with experts, proficient in
the difficult knowledge of words and their meanings, and equal to
the teacher of the gods, Brhaspati, versed in the politics, princes
among poets skilful in speech and the domains of guna and rasa.

Rama Varma patronized numerous poets—some artists from the reign of
his predecessor, Martanda Varma, and many new protégés who arrived
at his own court, among them artists and scholars seeking refuge from
the Mysore invaders. A prominent figure, received in Travancore as
a royal guest, was princess Mandrama Tampuratti from the Zamorin
family, described as one of the most illustrious Sanskrit scholars in
Kerala of her time. Mandrama and Rama Varma used to exchange let-
ters expressing their mutual respect, and the princess was believed to have
helped the Raja in writing the Balaramabharata (Sudyka 2019: 54-59).2

One of the most eminent poets at Rama Varma’s court was his nephew,
Asgvati Tirunal Rama Varma, who wrote in Sanskrit and Malayalam.
He authored among others a Sanskrit drama, Rukminiparinaya, and

2 Selected stanzas of the letters exchanged between Manorama and Rama
Varma are cited in Raja Kunjunni 1980: 116, and translated into French as Billets
gallants du Mahardjah Kartika Tirunal a Manorama Tampuratti Princesse Malabaraise
(XVIIF siécle) in Martin-Dubost 1983: 133—134.
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five kathakali plays in Malayalam. But above all, Rama Varma was
a patron of performing arts; he is considered to be one of the greatest
patrons of kathakali. In the Balaramabharata, Rama Varma depicts
his court as the centre of music, dance and theatre, a seat of tradition
where the dancers and danseuses—compared in the following passage
to the god of love Madana or Kama, and his wife, Rati—developed their
talents through daily practice (Balaramabharata 37, 38-39):

Srutisukharasagitair venuvadyair manojiais
ciraparicayahastabhyastavinaninadaih |

kalaravakalakanthaslaghyagandharvagitaih
pratidisam atiramya sobhate rajadhant | 37 |

The beautiful capital is adorned on every side with charming songs,
pleasant to listen to, enchanting flute melodies, with the sounds of
vind played by the trained hands [of musicians], with sweet melodies
of celestial musicians that would be envied by the cuckoos.

nijakuladhanadharmaslaghyanrttapravinaih
pratidinakrtasiksabhydasatah praptabhavaih |
madanaratisamanair adbhutakarapatrais
takatakatakasabdais talamarganukaraih | 38 |
natanagativisesollasacancatkataksair
layagatim anusrtyodghattitanghripracaraih |
sarasakaravilasair havabhavaprakarsair
Jayati nrpasamdjo rangalaksminivasah | 39 |

The royal court, abode of Rangalaksmi, excels thanks to the experts
endowed in wonderful bodies, similar to Madana and Rati, skil-
ful in dance, praised as the pride of the tradition of their families,
who earned their achievements by the daily practice and training;
in the exceptional beauty of the sideway glances aimed at the dance
steps following the rhythm, resonating with the sounds ta-ka-ta-ka-
ta-ka, in the movements of bare feet following the speed of steps,
in the beauty of hands conveying the rasa and in the perfection of
emotions [expressed by] coquettish gestures.
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According to Phillip B. Zarrilli, royal patronage played a key role
in the formation and development of kathakali tradition which,
under the patronage of the prince Ké&rala Varma (1645-1716)%,
emerged as a distinct art form sometime in the 16™ and 17" centuries
(Zarrilli 2000: 17—18, 24-25). In the 18" century, under the rule of
Martanda Varma and even more so, Rama Varma, Travancore became
one of the main centres of patronage of kathakali. Rama Varma found-
ed a kathakali troupe, Kottaram Kathakali Yogam, and to popularise
the form, organised kathakali presentations during religious festivals
in the Sr1 Padmanabha temple in Trivandrum. The Rajah patronised
also the kathakali authors composing at his court (ibid.: 25). Besides
kathakali, Rama Varma supported other performing arts, music and
dance. During his reign, the krsnandattam plays, which emerged at the
court of Zamorin of Calicut, were staged in the ST Padmanabha temple
in Trivandrum (Gouri Lakshmi Bayi 2000: 130). He is also said to have
introduced to Kerala the dance tradition of mohiniyattam, based on the
dasiyattam of the Tamil region (Raja Kunjunni 1980: 172, Easwaran
Nampoothiry 1983: 39). But even though the Balaramabharata refers
to mohiniyattam as mohininatana, it is impossible to prove that Rama
Varma was the founder of this dance form as the name maohiniyattam
already appears in earlier works. Nevertheless, as the patron of music,
dance and theatre in general, he undoubtedly participated in the devel-
opment of that dance form in Kerala.

Rama Varma as a Scholar and Artist

Zarrilli, discussing the role of the first royal patrons of kathakali in the peri-
od spanning the 17" and the 18" centuries, notes that they were not only

2 Kerala Varma (1645-1716), known also as Kottayattu Tampuran or Vidvan

Tampuran, was a patron and himself an author of four kathakali plays, still popular and
performed on stage even today (Easwaran Nampoothiry 1983: 35, Menon Shreedhara
2006: 419).
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patrons but also authors, connoisseurs (rasika) and artistic innovators
(Zarrilli 2000: 19):

During this period in Kerala’s history, ‘patronage’ was one multi-
faceted role within a series of social roles constituting the ‘role set’
identifying a ruler as a ruler, with all the privileges, rites, powers,
and responsibilities assumed by that position. The role of patron was
not a passive, disinterested one but, rather, an active role in which
the patron himself was often directly involved not only in providing
the social and economic means necessary to realize the art, but also
as author/composer of texts, ideal audience member, and, occasion-
ally, performer.

This remark may be applied, without doubt, to Rama Varma who as
a ruler not only extended patronage to artists but was a connoisseur of
art and a creative artist himself. As the author of the Balaramabharata,
Rama Varma may certainly be considered an expert in the field of the
natyasastra. The evidence of that is, of course, on view in the very sub-
ject and content of the treatise, but also expounded in several passages of
the Balaramabharata where Rama Varma confidently presents himself
as a scholar and continuator of Bharata’s Nagyasastra.*®

The most obvious reference to the Natyasastra is the very title of
Rama Varma’s work, the Balaramabharata, which combines his own
name—Balarama, with that of the legendary sage and author of the
Natyasastra—Bharata. In its content, the Balaramabharata makes ref-
erence not only to Bharata (Bharata as Bharatacarya, Balaramabharata
p- 10, stanza 75; p. 19), but cites other authors and later treatises on
the natyasastra, among them: Kohala (Balaramabharata p. 162),
Adibharata (Balaramabharatap.7,p. 40), Tandavam (Balaramabharata
p. 8), Sabdaratnavali (Balaramabharata p. 7), Sangitaratnakara of

% The Natyasastra, dated between the 2™ century B. C. and the 2™ century
A. D. (Bose 1991: 7; Cieslikowski 2016: 155) or not later than the 4" century A. D.
(Byrski 2017: X)), is the oldest preserved Sanskrit treatise on theatrology, ascribed to
the mythological sage Bharata.
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Sarngadeva (Balaramabharata p. 7) and Sangitasudhakara of Haripala
(Balaramabharata p. 16). The author of the Balaramabharata cites
these authorities usually to support his point of view, though at times
also to disagree with them and present his own opinion. By doing so
Rama Varma demonstrates his knowledge of the previous theoretical
works on the natyasastra.

Moreover, the Balaramabharata presents traditional components of
awork from the natyasastra category. It pays customary tribute to the teach-
ers of the natyasastra, enumerating them in two stanzas (Balaramabharata
p. 11, stanzas 84-85). The treatise includes a passage on the origins of
ndtya, considering Paramesvara, or Siva, as its founder and supreme author-
ity (Balaramabharata p.11—12, stanzas 86—87a) and mentions the worldly
founders of the natyasastra—the sages (muni) and the royal sages (rajarsi)
(Balaramabharata p. 12, stanzas 87b—89a). Situating himself as a suc-
cessor of the tradition founded by Parames$vara, and among other royal
authors of the natyasastras, Rama Varma presents his work as the essence
of the existing knowledge (Balaramabharata p. 12, stanzas 89b—90):

rajarsipravaraih proktam prathitam bharatam bhuvi | 89 |
tatsarasangraham krtva balaramamahipatih |
lokanam upakaraya krtavan bharatam muda | 90 |

The greatest ruler Balarama, gathering the essence of what had been
said and showed [in the field of] natyasastra by the most illustrious
royal sages on earth, for the sake of the world, with joy composed
[a treatise of| natyasastra.

Rama Varma also portrays himself as a respected authority in the domain
of the natyasastra (Balaramabharata 13):

Sribalaramakulasekharavaiicibhippah
sangitatalabharatambudhipirnacandrah |
adaksinabdhihimabhiidharam attakirtir
vidyakalavinayabhiih pariraksati ksmam | 13 |
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S17 Balarama Kulagekhara, the ruler of Vafici—the moon above
the Bharata’s ocean [of science] of music, chant, dance and rhythm,
famous from the southern ocean to the northern mountains, learned
in art and science—protects the earth.

While explaining the circumstances of the genesis of the Balarama-
bharata, Rama Varma once again claims the role of a connoisseur of art
and continuator of Bharata’s tradition (Balaramabharata 40b):

rasikajanasahasraih sobhitayam sabhayam
bharatam iha vidhatum prarthito vaficirajah | 40 |

During the wonderful assembly, the King of Vafici was asked by
the thousands of connoisseurs to assume the role of Bharata.

The choice of the two legendary ancestors referred to by Rama Varma
(Balaramabharata 16, 18-20) suggests that the Rajah wanted to
highlight his role as a writer because Céraman Perumal Nayanar and
Kulaseékhara Alvar were both considered to be authors of literary
works—the first of a Tamil poem Tirukkaiyilairianavula; the second of
Tamil Perumal Tirumoli and Sanskrit Mukundamala.”’

The content of the Balaramabharata itself demonstrates its
author’s practical experience of the contemporary tradition of perform-
ing arts. Like most theoretical works, the Balaramabharata follows
the method of classification and description of Bharata’s Natyasastra,
but at the same time, it presents some differences. For example, the
Natyasastra divides the body parts into two categories of major and
minor limbs, anga and upanga, the last being also called pratyanga.
Later texts, the Balaramabharata among them, divide the body parts
into three categories: major limbs (aniga), minor limbs (upanga),
and subsidiary limbs (pratyanga)—the last category classifying the

27 However, the attribution of the authorship of the Mukundamala to Kulasekhara

Alvar is not unanimously accepted (Anandakichenin 2018: 62-65).
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body parts (neck, arms, belly, calves and knees) which are not tak-
en into account in the Natyasastra (Vatsyayan 1997: 15). While
describing the respective body parts, the Balaramabharata intro-
duces new elements, often characteristic of the kathakali tradition
(Easwaran Nampoothiry 1983: 309—-310). Thereby Rama Varma’s work
combines the elements of the Nafyasdstra and the later regional theoreti-
cal works, like the Hastalaksanadipika, a treatise popular in Kerala and
followed by the traditions of kitiyattam and kathakali.

Besides the Sanskrit treatise, the Balaramabharata, Rama Varma
had also authored seven kathakali plays, written in Malayalam, of
which six are based on episodes from the Mahabharata: Rajasiiyam,
Subhadraharanam, Bakavadham, Gandharvavijayam, Paricalisvayam-
varam, Kalyanasaugandhikam (ibid.: 40), and one is based on a story
from the Srimadbhagavatapurana—~Narakasuravadham, the last writ-
ten jointly with his nephew As$vati Tirunal (ibid.: 34). But the lines of
the Balaramabharata, too, demonstrate the poetic skills of its author
and his familiarity with the kavya tradition. For example, in the 12" stanza
of the work, where Rama Varma praises himself as a ruler, we find
the standard metaphors (the lotus-feet) and images (the defeated rulers
who pay tribute to the conqueror by illuminating his feet with the bright-
ness of their crowns’ diadems) (Balaramabharata 12):

Sripadmanabhakarunarasapatrabhiito
bhipalamaulimaniranjitapadapadmah |
diksundarinavanavambarakirti*3salt
sribalaramanrpatih pariraksati ksmam | 12 |

The vessel of compassion of SrT Padmanabha, the King Sri Balarama,
whose lotus-feet are illuminated by the diadems of the rulers, fa-
mous in more and more new directions of the world, protects
the earth.

2 em. AW; ed.: kirtti
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Furthermore, the description praising personality traits of Rama Varma
refers at the same time to the rasas or corresponding bhavas (srrngararasa
or love, kopa for raudrarasa or anger, daya for karunarasa or com-
passion, adbhutarasa or wonderment, hdasyarasa or humor, bhaya as
bhava corresponding to bhayanakarasa or fear, bibhatsarasa or disgust,
and santi for santarasa or peace) which are going to be the subject of
the treatise (Balaramabharata 22):

Sragarah svaparigrahe ripujane kopo daya yacake
krtyakrtyavivecane ‘dbhutaguno hasyam nate ‘ghe bhayam |
bibhatsah parasundarisu parasantape ca dainyam nije
santir varicikuladhipasya satatam samsobhate bhiitale | 22 |

Love for one’s relatives, anger for the enemies, compassion for those
who ask, the wonderful capacity of discernment between the good
and the bad, the joy of the actor, the fear of sin, keeping away from
the women of others, the empathy for others’ suffering, and peace
on earth of the Vaiici ruler—all are always shining.

Similarly, Rama Varma shows his literary skills in the mangalacarana
part of his work—the benedictory verses composed often of highly poet-
ical fragments which traditionally begin a Sastra (Minkowski 2008)—
addressing the deities and, at the same time, announcing the subject
of the treatise. The marngalacarana of the Balaramabharata begins
with a stanza dedicated to Sarasvati, the goddess of speech, referred
to as Bharati (Balaramabharata 1). The next two stanzas address
Ganapati, as Vinayaka, depicted in a dance pose (unnatanrtta). Further
the mangalacarana mentions Siva as Nataraja in his tandava dance
(Balaramabharata 4) and Parvat in her lasya dance (Balaramabharata 5).
Finally, Rama Varma addresses Visnu as “the connoisseur of rasas”
(rasajna) and Laksmi as “the finest dancer” (natika vararangalaksmi)
(Balaramabharata 8). As an example, I cite stanzas describing Siva and
Parvati (Balaramabharata 4-5):
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Jhanajhanitakankanam takatakanghrisantaditam
kvanatkvanitanipuram harahareti sabdojjvalam |
dhimindhimitadundubhidhvanighanakulam maddalair
dhanamdhanadhanadhvanaj jayati tandavam sambhavam | 4 |

Siva’s tandava dance excels with the sounds of bracelets: jhana-
Jhanita, with the beats of feet: takataka, with the sounding of anklets:
kvanatkvanita, with the beautiful words: Hara Hara, with the deep
sounds of drums filling the dance: dhimindhimita, with the sounds
of the maddala drums: dhanamdhanadhana.

navanavarasasarair natyasangitatalair
abhinayakusalad sa cadbhutollasabhava |
dinakararucibhasa sobhitastadasangaih
karanagatividagdhair nartitesapriyavyat | 5 |

The wife of the Lord of the Dance, in great happiness, shining with
the splendour of the sun, versed in acting (abhinaya), charms with
the quintessence of nine rasas, with dance (natya), rhythm (tala)
and music (sangita), and with eighteen beautiful body limbs (anga)
skilful in steps (gati) and positions (karana).

The descriptions of the deities are related to theatre and dance. Verses
focused on Siva Nataraja and Parvati present two categories of dance—
tandava and lasya—and include many references to music, thythm and
musical instruments. There are also elements referring to the four types
of abhinaya: for the angika abhinaya—the eighteen body limbs (anga)
of Parvatt and the dance units as steps (gati) and positions (karana);
for the vdcika abhinaya—Sarasvati as the goddess of speech; for
the ahdarya abhinaya—bracelets and anklets of Siva; and for the sartvika
abhinaya—mentions of joy and happiness. Finally, there are hints of
the aesthetic theory of rasa in the depiction of Parvati who charms with
the quintessence of the nine rasas (navanavarasasara) and the image
of Visnu as a connoisseur of rasas (rasajna).
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Conclusion

The opening part of the Balaramabharata may be read as a sort of self-
portrait, indicating what its author wanted to say about his person while
presenting himself as a ruler, as a royal patron and connoisseur of art,
and as a scholar and an artist. In the verses of his Sanskrit treatise on
theatrology, Rama Varma praises himself in his role as king, describ-
ing the greatness of his kingdom and his military victories. He makes
claims regarding his connections with the previous dynasties of Kerala
rulers. However, the text should not be read as a historical account,
for the great part of the dynastic claims are of a rather mythological
nature; but one may see some poetical references to actual events from
the reign of Rama Varma. An important part of Rama Varma’s identity
as the ruler of Travancore stems from his devotion to the royal fam-
ily’s deity, SrT Padmanabha, mentioned several times in the opening
lines of the Balaramabharata. This attitude of total devotion to a god
is exquisitely evident in the story of Kula$ékhara Alvar. Rama Varma
could have portrayed this monarch in various ways but he chooses to
depict him as a bhakta, for whom the story described in the Ramayana
and narrated by the royal reciter was unfolding there and then, and
who was able to bring god into the here and now through the power
of his devotion, thus obliterating the boundaries between the real and
the narrated.?”” Boundaries also seem to be non-existent when it comes to
the continuity of the centuries-old scholarly tradition. Rama Varma joins
the ranks of Bharata’s predecessors and successors, continuing and,
most importantly, enriching their work with elements of the local dance
tradition. Moreover, Rama Varma emphasises his role as a royal patron,

2 See David Shulman’s reflections on the nature of narrated stories in More than

Real. A History of the Imagination in South India: “1’m not at all sure that the storyteller
is not making Kamsa die yet again, in some quite factual way, just as a classical drama
about the god Rama may, at certain ritual moments, be seen as an arena in which Rama
does become entirely present and real. Or, to take a somewhat milder position, we could
say that the storyteller presents the story in such a powerful way that he makes the death
of Kamsa palpably real to his audience” (Shulman 2012: 52).
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inscribing himself in the patronage tradition of the rulers of Travancore
and depicting his court specifically as the centre of patronage for per-
forming arts. Undoubtedly, Rama Varma may be seen as one of those
royal patrons of Kerala who were also active as artists and connoisseurs,
as described by Zarrilli. Placing himself and his work in the line of
Bharata’s Natyasastra, the author demonstrates his profound knowledge
of the previous figures of authority in the field of drama as well as his
familiarity with the contemporary tradition of performing arts prac-
ticed at the Travancore royal court. The text of the Balaramabharata
provides evidence of the literary prowess of Rama Varma, known also
as the author of kathakali plays. Despite being a technical text (Sastra),
the Balaramabharata proves not only the scholarly competence of its
author but also his skilfulness as a poet, especially in the benedictory
verses of the treatise; and leaves us with his individual portrait as drawn
by Rama Varma himself.
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