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Mahakavi Dasu Sriramulu

His contribution to dance poetry

Padmabhushan Smt. Swapnasundari* New Delhi,

5-2-2007

The first timc I heard Mahakavi Dasu Sriramulu’s lyrics was when, as a child, I was learning
Kuchipudi dance. During a lesson, I watched my guru teaching some of the older students Tharrara
Padaneyla, thaalu thaalu ra saami. 1t did not occur to me then to ask him who the composcr was.
Much later, as my interest in dance grew, I saw the Telugu devadaasis performing Poyi vacheda
saami. With fascination, I watched them demonstrate various shades of emotions of a
parakeeyanaayika, the protaganist in the charming lyrics of the song.

Both the songs werc dedicated_to Lord Venugopala and carried Sri Dasu Sriramulu’s
makutam.They whetted my cagerness to seck out other works of the Mahakavi . With the help of the
late Dr.Arudra, I was able to lay my hands on most of his other songs.

It 1s not surprising that the bulk of Sri Dasu Sriramulu’s songs was intended for performance,
when one learns of his close associations with the zamindaars of Thotlavalluru and Nuzvidu. It is well-
known that zamindaris supported large number of devadaasi danseuses. Morceover, Machilipatnam
where the poet had lived for a part of his life, is not far from Kuchipudi village whose itincrant
Bhaagavatham troupes used to seek inputs from musicians and poets. Devadaasi artists Chadalavada
Rajaratnam, Pitchiah and Madhuram as well as Pinapala Bhavani are said to have drawn on these

songs of Sri Dasu Sriramulu. Similarly, Kuchipudi actors like Vempati Kodandaramiah and Tadepalli
Vissaiah also drew inspiration from Sriramulu’s artistic repository.

It is a tribute to the great artists and gurus of both the Devadaasi tradition and the Kuchipudi
tradition that their legacies have been preserved and perpetuated. That is why, today’s dancer is an
heir not only to a time-tested techniques but also an entire history comprising the complex processes
that go into the evolution of a tradition. One of these processes is the close interaction between poets,
dancers and actors. The Mahakavi’s association with dancers of both genres led him to compose
several padams, jaavalis, swarajatis and yakshagaanams.

Dasu Sriramulu is perhaps best remembered for his padams and jaavalis, although these were
only a small part of his repertoire. Besides the two padams | cited at the beginning, there are several
others which are written for Abhinaya presentation. Some of these are Intamohamaa saami n
Darbar, mukkupatchalaarani in Yadukula Kambhoji, maguva neynantha in Todi. The first is a fine
example of subtle sarcasm, and the second a frank expression of a naive mugdha naayika. The third
padam illustrates the nostalgic thoughts of a repentant naayika. For dancers who are comfortable
with interpreting bolder poetic motifs, the padam antha geervaanam in Asaveri and mootaladigithinaa

* Vilasini Natyam and Kuchipudi Dance exponent.
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in Yadukula Kambhoji illustrate the poet’s ability to compose in a way that evokes a wide range of
images.

Amongst the jaavalis of Dasu Sriramulu, vaddu vaddura in Pharaz has a format similar to
other parakeeya naayika songs of the composer. Due to its brevity and simplicity, it could easily suit
today’s dance performance which are shorter than those of the earlier times. Adavi mushnikaaya in
Mukhari 1s an amusing jaavali suited for a racy interpretation. My own favourite is naanosataney in
Kamaas where the naayika draws the attention of her lover to the significance of passion in love,

citing examples from couples in mythology. For sheer cclebration of the joy of love eymani thelupuduney
in Pharaz stands out. One could go on listing such examples.

Dasu Sriramulu’s style reflects the flavour of his times both in terms of language and
themes. Also his jaavalis and padams appeal with their simplicity and use of local expressions.
These adapt well to faala and deal with the emotional states of both parakeeya naayika and
sweeya naayika. It is no wonder that they have been popular over the decades.

Changed social mores and norms of present times make one wonder at the way traditional
dances have managed to retain much of the supporting saahitya composed for a different day and
age. It could be argued that human emotions are timeless and enduring and hence the older themes
in dance saahifya remain alive even today.

Today we see that a number of people from diverse backgrounds study traditional dance
styles. Many of them are deeply interested in the literary aspects related to dance and not just the
performative aspect. It is possible for such persons to closely work in association with scholars and
introduce new thematic background to traditional dance. One way of doing that is to identify and-
adapt hitherto unused material to dance. Here, the vast corpus of Mahakavi Dasu Sriramulu’s works
will be of great help. Today, dancers have the benefit of modern education and a penchant to create
fresh choreographic works and find fresh avenues for research. There is every hope that beyond

the known and familiar works, the great poetic legacy of Mahakavi Dasu Sriramulu would find
expression in dance.

I consider it a great privilege to present my perception of Mahakavi Dasu Sriramulu’s
dance poetry, especially as my mother late Smt. Vakklanka Sarala’s Guru Sri Voleti Venkateswarlu
Garu has rendered many of them to tune. I am thus doubly honoured. I thank Dr. Dasu Atchuta Rao
Garu for this woderful opportunity and wish the publication a success.

Swapnasundari
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