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aesthetic. “Theatrically, Raslila is poor,” he writes. “It offers the actor very little
scope. . . . There is no opportunity for training in a system of acting. Even the
Kathak style dance and the classical melodies, essential elements in the performance,
are flatly executed.” A similar sentiment informs the evaluation of rds lila by
Daya Prakash Sinha: “It might be wrong to classify RaasLila as drama because
one cannot expect boys of 12 to 14 years of age to emote and do effective abhinaya
(acting).”” As is evident in the performance scenario briefly described above, the
emotional investment in a character on the part of rds lila actors is extremely
limited. Nor do the actors make any apparent attempt to draw on their own emotional
experience in order to invest their characters with an increased emotional
plausibility. As one might expect, the identification of the audience with the stage
illusion (that is, with the action of the drama as distinct from the action of life) is
also limited. The audience members at Sudama Kutir on the afternoon of this boat
lila laughed as readily as the actors at the poor woman trapped by the set and just
as readily redirected their amusement back to the stage action in which Krishna
humorously taunted his friends, as though it were all part of the same funny play.
Every immediate element of a rds lila performance suggests that aesthetic rules
here are far different from that which underpins the success of System acting in the
West.

However, the degree to which the rds /ila audience identifies the stage action
as “real” is similar to the desired effect of System acting. Depending on the type of
story being dramatized in a given rds lila performance, audience members will
shed real tears or bristle and shout with real anger, fully revealing that, in spite of
the ostensibly unrealistic manner of rds /ila presentation, they regard the stage
action as just as real (plausible) as any play staged under System auspices—even
more so0. Any given audience member chosen at random at a rds lila performance
is bound to affirm that the characters on stage are not representations, but incarnated
beings, and will bear this out at the conclusion of the performance—just as they
did shortly after they rescued the old woman caught in the set—by worshiping at
the feet of the actors on the stage.

Which is not to say that the effect the rds /ila has on its audiences indicates the
rds lila has come to understand something that System acting, et al., have failed to
grasp—quite the opposite. The superficial differences between rds /ila’s manner
of staging and Western theories of acting mask some curious affinities.
Consequently, Western systems of training may be useful models for an explanation
of the theological and aesthetic elements that combine in the rds lila’s expression
of reality. In drawing such a comparison, of course, we must be careful to avoid
mis-characterizing both the acting theories introduced and the unfamiliar aspects
of Krishna devotion that we hope better to understand by way of comparison with
the familiar. Nevertheless, as the present discussion concerns a theory of acting in



 per _

(g :
T il W



112 Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism

transformation of his or her inward self.’ Furthermore, the degree to which we
should identify actors with meditators is greatly limited, regardless of the natural
affinities of role-playing. The devotee involved in meditation, such as rdgdnuga
bhakti sadhana, must fully identify with his character, even to the point, if we
follow Haberman, of becoming the character. Furthermore, the meditative role
exists in and for the meditator himself. For this reason, bhakti meditation is
irremediably distinct from theatre (and irremediably distinct from Stanislavsky).6

The same gap does not stand between System acting and rds lila acting. Both
theatrical practices exist for the sympathy of and consumption by an audience. Rds
lila is a theatrical activity that may exhibit some of the characteristics of meditation,
not a meditative practice, that exhibits some affinities with acting. Rds /ila audience
members laugh, cry, shout, and cheer and are, in every way, emotionally wrapped
up in a performance as a performance, while nevertheless regarding that
performance as the expression of something ultimately “real”—more real, in fact,
than they themselves. Moreover, it seems that rds lila performances succeed in
generating a stage reality to a degree that matches (or even outdoes) the best efforts
of Stanislavskian methods, in spite of their complete disregard for psychological
plausibility. Consequently, a comparison of the rds lila with Western theatrical
traditions such as Stanislavsky’s System not only makes sense, but also, considering
the way they both strive to manifest some “reality” on stage and employ the methods
to this end, the comparison asserts itself.

Smarana: Actor Training and Technique in the Rés Lila

There is no established program of training common to rds lila troupes, in the
way that System Acting is a proper noun—a coherent program whose elements are
more-or-less consistent and that identify each other by way of their cooperation as
characteristics of an orthodox scheme. Rds lila actors are much less trained in
acting than they are taught what to do on stage. Nevertheless, there are some vaguely
consistent training practices.” In the first place, a ds lila actor learns the matter of
his role—the lines, the songs, the dances, the physical gestures that correspond
with emotional states—by rote. In the beginning of a child actor’s career, he must
meet daily with his troupe’s director for instruction in his part. These training
sessions for actors as young as four years old can begin as early as four in the
morning and may extend for a few hours at a time. A purely mechanical imitation
of the director’s speech and movement characterize the sessions, in the way that
artistic training, particularly in music performance, is commonly done throughout
India. Apart from these training sessions with a director, an actor’s means of
rehearsal are performances themselves. A troupe director, sitting with the musicians
to the side of the stage, commonly becomes a part of the stage action by feeding
lines to young actors or to older actors who have assumed new roles (most often
the director knows the lines by heart, but can sometimes be seen using a prompt
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book). With respect to functioning in stage dances, a young actor reinforces the
rote training he has received from a director by following his older companions on
stage. In fact, nervous glances from actor to actor, sheepish grins at wrong turns,
and even an actor or two dropping out of a dance momentarily (until they can
again pick up their part in it) are features of typical rds lilas.

The rds lila actor’s training does not have much to do with learning
characterization, as such, and does not coincide with Stanislavskian acting in this
respect. The rds lila training regimen, as it is, exhibits little or no interest in plumbing
the psychological depths either of the actor or of the rds lila’s characters. A
psychological investigation of the rds lila character would be pointless, anyway,
even if the actors were to approach the matter from the point of view of
Stanislavskian training. Because it concerns divine characters, the rds lila does not
rest on the humanistic foundation that underlies the theory of internal identification
in Stanislavskian acting. The transcendent characters of the rds lila are far beyond
the reach of any psychological or emotional affinity.?

The intersection of the two acting traditions appears to be through a similarly
genetic dependence on memory. Although, of course, the concept of memory does
not necessarily cross cultural boundaries in one piece, we can identify a sufficiently
wide overlap of ideas on this subject between these two otherwise culturally distinct
situations.

Emotion memory is a concept that was characteristic of the psychology of the
subconscious that took root in Europe as the nineteenth century became the
twentieth. Posited by psychologist Théodule Ribot, whose work Stanislavsky read,
the term “emotion memory” refers to an individual’s capacity and inclination to
stow away physical and emotional experience in the subconscious such that the
same sensations might express themselves later in their original character, given
the appropriate circumstances. Stanislavsky found in this idea the mechanism actors
could exploit to reproduce emotion that would be essentially real, having been
derived in the first place from common human experience. Stanislavsky charged
his actors to draw upon the material available in their own emotion memory to
generate an “internal state” appropriate to a given character. A suitable “physical
state,” or the manifestation of the character an audience must see and hear,
Stanislavsky asserted, would naturally follow such an adjustment of the actor’s
inner self.

Stanislavsky, following the Russian Behaviorists, such as Pavlov, accordingly
devised, as part of the System, a physical discipline designed to suture
psychologically the valuable emotional states identified in an actor’s emotion
memory to physical stimuli, so as to assist actors in accessing these authentic states
under artificial circumstances. Through specific repetitive, physical exercises, an
actor could be conditioned, Stanislavsky reasoned from his familiarity with Pavlov,
to associate a particular physical stimuli with a particular emotional state—even if
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the stimuli itself had apparently little or nothing to do with the emotional state with
which it was joined. In fact, it was better if the relationship between stimulus and
state was not, in fact, natural, in order to facilitate a more mechanical connection
between the two. An actor could then effectively employ such superimposed stimuli
in reproducing an inner state with a greater degree of spontaneity.

The memory with which rds lila performances have to do is smarana, from
the Sanskrit root smr meaning “to remember, recollect, bear in mind, call to mind,
think of, be mindful of " A preferred translation for the term among some Western
scholars is remembrance. Vaisnava scholars in Vrindavan aver that smarana is the
very thing without which there is no Vaisnavism. The saint Ramanuja, whose
eleventh-century writings on bhakti provided the philosophical basis for the bhakti
revival in Braj in the sixteenth century, regarded smarana as the essence of bhakti.
“Ramanuja declares that smarana, this constant remembrance . . . is what is meant
by the term bhakti.”'° In popular bhakti ideology, the Sanskrit term indicates a
kind of memory through which factual knowledge renews itself—a “recollection”
or “re-assemblage” of pieces of the past, or of knowledge hidden away for a time.
On the one hand, this seems to indicate a process by which knowledge is transmitted
from one generation to the next. On the other hand, it appears to indicate the self-
recovery of an individual’s own latent knowledge.

The content of smarana in the context of Vrindavan is the historical reality of
Krishna’s manifestation as a child in Vrindavan thousands of years ago. The memory
of Krishna’s historical presence in Vrindavan has traversed the millennia from the
first-hand observation of Krishna’s own associates to the present day through the
process of smarana. Srivatsa Goswami, a Vaisnava scholar whose family ashram
commonly plays host to Western visitors to Vrindavan, compares this aspect of
smarana with an individual’s concept of personal heritage. How do you come to
have a knowledge of your great-great grandfather?—he asks. Through the first-
hand experience of him as passed on to you from the recollection of succeeding
generations of your family is the answer. “His reality comes to you by way of
memory.”"! In this way, smarana indicates the preservation of knowledge through
time, the movement of knowledge from past to present, which reinforces a tradition
of scriptural texts and the lineage of gurus.

In another way, smarana is an individual’s revivification of a reality with the
elements inherited from history. This kind of re-membrance inherent in the meaning
of smarana presupposes the sense of the word just noted and further accounts for
the potential of a devotee to muster and polish the elements descended to him or
her through history to make the past a living present. Your imaginative faculties,
continues Srivatsa Goswami, make living pictures of the stories you hear (or read)
of your great-great grandfather, such that he becomes a living person on the stage
of your mind; not that you have imagined him in the sense of inventing him, but
that your creative capacity has fused the pieces of history handed to you and infused
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divided into discrete “units,” as Stanislavsky employed the term, which clearly
delineates the beginnings and endings of actions.

Haberman shows us that smarana can become a disciplined practice as
employed in the meditative system of rdgdnugd bhakti sadhana. Devotees engaged
in this method, in accordance with the codified directions Rupa Goswami wrote in
the sixteenth century, make smarana the sum and substance of their daily activity,
following elaborate and complex descriptions of Krishna’s remembered schedule
as a sort of “daily planner” of their own. Thus ritualized, smarana occupies each
minute of the devotee’s waking day with an imagined stream of references to
Krishna’s divine world, governed by a daily cycle that is at the same time both
mythic and temporal.

However, not everyone in Vrindavan enjoys the economic circumstances that
permit such single-minded devotion nor, in any case, is everyone inclined to it,
and yet, smarana pervades Vrindavan culture. Considering the significance given
smarana in bhakti theology from the time of Ramanuja to the present day, and
considering the relatively few number of people formally engaged in rdgdnugad
bhakti sddhana, we should expect to find evidence of smarana in more mundane
Vrindavan circumstances.

We do, in fact, see an active recollection of Krishna at every level of activity
in Vrindavan. And the fact that we do suggests that the actors who live there engage
daily in a kind of Stanislavskian acting exercise through which they make more
vivid for themselves the spiritual world of Krishna that the rds lila aspires to express.
Since Vrindavan was “identified” as Krishna’s home in the sixteenth century, it
has existed as a town only in response to the increasing number of pilgrims visiting
the area in order to find experience of Krishna’s divine play. Consequently, day-to-
day life in Vrindavan has to do almost exclusively with imagining the presence of
Krishna and the favorite of his girlfriends Radha (who also enjoys her own divine
status), and efforts to call their memory to mind permeate every activity from
formal worship in the town’s many temples to shopping in the bazaar to morning
chores.

Residents customarily number the temples now standing in Vrindavan at four
thousand. In a town of forty or fifty thousand, this means there could be a temple
for every ten people. This estimate may be a little high, but temples of some grandeur
and shrines no larger than a suitcase are all over Vrindavan, and even if the local
estimate is an exaggeration, what appears to the eye as one walks through Vrindavan
suggests that more temples per capita are there than in any other Indian city. With
a few exceptions, each of the temples offers daily programs of worship, interrupted
periodically to accommodate Krishna’s patterns of eating and napping (even the
breaks call Krishna to mind). In addition to the seasonal ritual celebrations that
emphasize Krishna’s connection with temporal conditions in Braj, temples also
often sponsor special events, such as recitations of the entire Bhagavata Purana or
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contention that rds /ila acting very much resembles System acting. I would suggest
a simple explanation for the discontinuity: there are no such breaks. Rds lila
performances are a function of the uninterrupted life of devotion in Vrindavan, the
essential nature of which is itself dramatic. The “real” play going on in Vrindavan
is Vrindavan itself, framed as such from real life outside Vrindavan by the
peculiarities of Vrindavan devotion, exhibiting a wholly congruous internal
consistency, of which the rds lila, with all its fits and starts, is a part. The lapses in
focus on the part of the rds lila child actors appear as such only to those whose
consciousness is not tuned to the eternal play of Krishna that Vrindavan manifests.

As an example of this consistency in inconsistency, consider Bottom in
Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night's Dream. In this play, Bottom assumes the role
of an actor himself taking a role in a play. During the performance of the meta-play
in Midsummer’s fifth act, Bottom proves himself a comically undisciplined actor
by insistently breaking from his adopted performance role to explain the action of
his play to his play’s audience, composed of characters in Midsummer like himself.
Bottom’s micro-audience of Midsummer characters, the nobility of Athens, points
out his failings as an actor, mercilessly. And yet, Bottom’s lack of Stanislavskian
concentration in his role, his apparent inability to keep his own identity as Bottom
channeled into a plausible and unbroken representation of Pyramus, which causes
such consternation among the Athenian nobles, is not regarded by the audience of
Midsummer as any such thing. The macro-audience for whom Bottom and the
Athenian spectators alike are “characters” of an order similar to Pyramus do not
perceive in Bottom’s haphazard performance as Pyramus any break in the
consistency of the Midsummer world itself. Midsummer’s macro-audience
understands Bottom’s thespian shortcomings to be a coherent piece of Midsummer’s
internal action, the play’s play. If Theseus, Lysander, Hermea, and the remaining
members of Pyramus and Thisbe’s Athenian micro-audience were to re-orient their
perception of Bottom’s performance so that they appreciated it from the point of
view of George, Herbert, Susan, and other members of the Utah Shakespeare
Festival’s macro-audience, they would find themselves much less disturbed by the
inconsistencies of Bottom’s behavior.

In fact, so re-oriented, Theseus and his retinue might find Bottom’s performance
particularly effective. In a high school production of 4 Funny Thing Happened on
the Way to the Forum 1 once attended, a pillar, which detached from the upper
floor of one of the set’s Roman houses, nearly smashed Marcus Lycus, alone on
stage, and in full view of the audience. The actor elicited an uproarious response
by looking at the cardboard pillar at his feet, looking up at the balcony from which
it fell, and looking to his audience in deadpan and shrugging his shoulders. In this
case, the audience took delight in seeing the real actor cracking through the fake
persona of Marcus Lycus. In this case, what the audience seemed to appreciate
was an orientation towards the stage action that the actor and audience held in
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speaking, Western dramatic performance, at least of the last century, expects the
actor to generate (by skill, training, talent, inspiration, or whatever means at his or
her disposal) the world of the play and to dynamically draw the audience into that
world.*? The degree to which Olivier is Hamlet is a function of the deportment of
Olivier. The Stanislavskian System developed precisely to better equip actors to
assume this responsibility. And not only the so-called realistic forms of Western
theatre rely on the actor as their means of cogency. Artaud, Brecht, Grotowski, and
Bogart all put actors at the center of their theories of performance. The degree to
which Weigel’s scream directs our attention to the crime of human inconstancy is
a function of Weigel’s own asserted aspect. The dependency of theatrical
performance on actors is not unreasonable. Since the actor is the medium by which
dramatic narrative generally occurs, he seems the natural instrument to vivify that
narrative.

However, as we have seen, the development of character in Stanislavskian
acting depends upon the actor’s self. In performance, the basis of an actor’s
characterization—the substance of her acting—must reveal itself ultimately as an
authentic part of what her audience regards as their own, audience-perspective
existence. Consequently, the “truest” performances (or, perhaps better said, the
most “effective” according to the terms set by Stanislavskian acting itself) are
those in which the acting, as such, is most deftly cracked so as to reveal that no
acting is taking place.

Given this understanding of Stanislavskian acting in practice, acting in the rds
lila theatre is not so different, drawing as it does the System’s dependence on an
actor’s self to its logical conclusion. The stage actors who convey the dramatic
narrative of the performance do not also bear the responsibility to quicken that
narrative. The degree to which Uma-ji is Krishna is not a function of Uma-ji’s
acting, but of the audience’s. Which is not to say that rds /ila actors do not perform
to any degree. As I have shown, rds lila actors do perform and do train for their
performing in ways similar to adherents of Stanislavskian programs, albeit
somewhat inadvertently. But the actors’ training is of the same sort as that of any
rés lila audience member, as is the actors’ acting during the moments of performance
of the same order as the audience’s. Thus, the actor and the audience member at a
rés lila performance are of one sort, oriented at the same angle with respect to the
action of the play. Both actor and patron observe the divine /ila that the stage
action expresses, and both aspire to become participants in the divine /ila, by
assuming roles involved in the stage action. Because both actors and patrons rely
on their own spiritual nature, their own bAdv, in building their characters, the process
through which actors and patrons go to facilitate their acting resembles
Stanislavskian discipline, which similarly recognizes that that inherent feeling
cannot be artificially generated or manufactured by any system, only nurtured and
channeled into service. In fact, it is precisely this understanding of bhdv that justifies
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24. Conversation with the author, Vrindavan, India, 21 December 2001.

25. Stanislavsky, An Actor Prepares, trans. Elizabeth Reynolds Hapgood (New York: Theatre
Arts, 1936) 186.

26. With this myth in mind, at the temple of Siva Gopeswar (“Lord of Gopis™), priests daily dress
the monolithic representation of Siva (linga) in a sari.

27. Vasant Yamadagni, conversation with the author, Vrindavan, India, 15 March 2002.

28. Margaret Case describes another dstdyama lila in her book Seeing Krishna (111-50; chaps. 7
and 8).

29. Yamadagni, conversation, 15 Mar. 2002.

30. “Bollywood” is the common term for the Hindi film industry based in Bombay, which is far
more productive that its namesake in California.

31. Sharma, conversation, 6 Jan. 2002.

32. Euro-American theatre is not alone in this regard. Various performance forms in Japan, China,
Africa, South America, and many other forms in India itself equally depend upon the actor’s asserted
stage presence. But because the present argument has to this point been specifically concerned with

Stanislavskian theory, it will not stray too far from Stanislavskian territory.






