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	 "Mystic is a word used to describe someone who is reaching a higher level of our natural human potential." 
- Patricia Diane Cota-Robles

MORNING  SESSION
Dec 25

10am: Introduction by Anita Ratnam 

10.15 – 10.45am: Chitra Visweswaran (Chennai), performance on ‘Meerabai’

10.45 – 11.15am: Honoring of Vyjayantimala Bali with Lifetime Achievement Award, Acceptance speech, Anita Ratnam in conversation with Vyjayantimala Bali

11.15 – 11.30am: tea break

11.30 – 12pm: Madhureeta Anand (Delhi) & sadhvi Uma Giri, ‘Hearts in ecstasy: A presentation of images and words about Sadhvis’

12– 1pm: Plenary session coordinated by Dr. Ketu H Katrak (USA), ‘Creative representations of ‘Madness’ accessing the Divine’

12 - 12.20pm: Nirupama Vaidhyanathan (USA) speaks on ‘Meerabai and St. Teresa of Avila: Lives in parallel worlds’

12.20 – 12.45pm: Pallabi Chakravorty & Scott Kugle (USA), ‘Dancing for a divine beloved: Mah Laqa Bai and Mira Bai between Hinduism and Islam’

12.45 – 1pm: Closing remarks by Dr. Ketu H Katrak and Interactive session
1 – 1.15pm: Anita Ratnam sums up and introduces next year's conference

EVENING  PERFORMANCES
Dec 25

5pm: Zakir Hussain (Chennai), ‘VANAMAALAI - THE GARLAND OF LOVE’ (Andal)

6.15pm: Meenakshi Chittaranjan (Chennai), ‘SAINT THIRUNAVAKKARASAR - THE LORD, MY LOVER’

7.30pm: Rama Vaidyanathan (Delhi), ‘SOULFUL ABHANGS AND THOUGHTFUL VAKHS’ (Janabai and Lalleshwari)
*******
REVIEWS: Day 2
Traversing borders through Bhakti

-  Kiran Rajagopalan

The second day of ‘Mad and Divine Women’ began with Rajashree Shirke’s ‘Sant Kanhopatra,’ a powerfully arousing performance piece on the 15th-century CE Marathi saint-poetess.  What made this production so captivating was the brilliant way in which impeccably performed music, dance, and dialogue had all come together to make Sant Kanhopatra’s fervent devotion to Vithoba extremely tangible. Especially evocative was the depiction of Kanhopatra’s final capture by the Badshah of Bidar at opposite ends of the stage.  On one side, several dancers enacted Kanhopatra’s physical anguish at the hands of the Badshah’s men.  Simultaneously, Rajashree portrayed the sant’s indomitable spirit, which still cried out to Vithoba despite the intense beatings.  Kanhopatra’s death was also sensitively portrayed with her body sauntering off stage and her spirit merging with darkness.

Dr. Madhavi Raghav Narsalay then introduced three other lesser known Marathi saint-poetesses in her session.  Several interesting observations about the role of women in the bhakti movement were revealed from the lives of Mahadaisa, Janabai, and Venabai.  For example, the Marathi bhakti cults were patriarchal and all three women were devout followers of male sants. Likewise, the struggles of widowhood and casteism compelled these women to turn to fervent spirituality.  In the case of Mahadaisa and Venabai, both were young widows who had sought Chakradara and Ramdas, respectively, for spiritual guidance.  On the other hand, Janabai, born an untouchable, was driven to god because of intense prejudice.  Ultimately, all of them were regarded as “mad” due to their transgressions against social norms, but their works reveal the contrary. 

Priya Sarukkai Chabria’s engaging session on Andal’s Nachiyar Thirumozhi, also highlighted this Tamil saint’s unique niche in the bhakti movement.  Andal’s life was very brief, compared to the other female saints.  Therefore, her poetry is characterized by frank expression of impetuous and reckless longing for Vishnu.  At the same time, her command of chaste Tamil and Puranic mythology betray her youth.  Her poems are layered, dense, and filled with unexpected connections between images, allegories, and metaphors. Accordingly, Priya presented her “transcreations” of pasurams from Nachiyar Thirumozhi as a way of deconstructing Andal’s complex 
poetry.  She started with a direct translation of the pasuram, and then examined the links between dissonant images and metaphors.  As a result of discovering these 
	hidden nuances, she revealed her parallel and free translations. Meanwhile, Vasudha Ravi sang the same pasuram in different ragams to suit each of these translations. 

Akhila Ramnarayan’s lecture on bhakti in a global setting was a welcome inclusion to the conference in that she chose to highlight women authors outside India who use native spirituality as a form of protest against colonization and westernization.  One writer she mentioned was Huanini-Kay Trask, whose works introduce readers to Hawaii’s unique spirituality and sharply criticizes “mainland America’s imperialistic policies” which have directly led to her state’s cultural and environmental degradation. Unfortunately, Dr. Ramnarayan did not have enough time to present her thoughts on how such writers and Indian mystic saint-poets are connected.  A discussion on the social, cultural, and political contexts in which modern “first nation” writers and Indian mystic-saint poetesses flourished would have also been fascinating. Despite the brevity of the last presentation, the second day of the conference was just as enlightening as the first.  Dr. Ratnam concluded the morning session moments before the daily scheduled power-cut!
*******

Bonding with beyond…
- Pratima Sagar
Aditi Mangaldas
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Sangeeta Isvaran’s ‘Karaikkal Ammaiyar’, Aditi Mangaldas’s ‘Seeking the beloved’ and Mythili Prakash’s ‘Aikya: in the voice of Akka Mahadevi’ was a wholesome palette for the second evening’s performances. 
Magical Meera…
Aditi Mangaldas known for her swift and suave Kathak dance, takes the audiences of “Mad and divine women…” to the next level! Clad in black against a black backdrop, the danseuse gently shimmers under the play of light and shade as though emerging out of a night sky like a Dionysian intoxicated in love…she sees her bejeweled beloved and dances like a thunderbolt as though springing from the sparkle of His gems… loug kahe mohe bhattaki! In another poem, piya ki ankur, Aditi sensuously portrays the union of spaces - of the physical and metaphysical - titled Zero Moment; she gyrates in frenzy and gingerly furls to bond with the beyond. Music composed by Shuba Mudgal enhances the mood of madness and magic! 

Radical and renounced                                  
Mythili Prakash, a young Bharatanatyam dancer needs to be complimented for her thorough research and understanding of Akka Mahadevi, whose poetry, passion and perseverance depicts her radical thoughts to remember for generations now! With stunning stances, emotive expressions and telling grace, Mythili clad in white, weaves the saga of Akka Mahadevi, who ripens to realize her Oneness with Lord Mallikarjuna. As the poems sung by Aditya Prakash lilt across… Mythili rolls out the imageries on stage … Akka Mahadevi evolving into the divine, uniting into the existence of Siva! 
For becoming Siva’s Sakti
Sangeeta Isvaran explores the Shaivite themes and chooses to epitomize Ammaiyar who danced, and danced to become Siva herself! With large rolling eyes and darting eyebrows, Sangeeta steps into the fiery form of Siva that seemed to symbolize the wild and windy yen of his devotee to realize him, sing for him and unshackle for him. Delving into Ammaiyar’s poetic phrases, Hariprasad sings to match the emotional mayhem which the dancer personifies until she surrenders into the calmness of being Sivam.
	INTERVIEWS
Madhureeta Anand

We only see the Naga sadhus in all footage or news but you have made a film on sadhvis.  What are your most memorable experiences when you made this film? 

The women who are drawn to the Naga sect of the sadhus are naturally different from those who are a part of the Vaishanv sects. The Naga Sadhu way is fierce & hard & male dominated. So naturally these women tend to have a certain quiet fierceness about them, which one can relate to.  I found that being with them was very relaxing and cathartic because there is an inherent honesty and openness that is very appealing and uplifting at the same time. I can remember how easily they slipped between harsh- ness & gentleness, as if they were the same thing.
Chitra Visweswaran
What in Meerbai’s life / verses appeal to you? Her rebellion? Devotion? Madness?  
All three!

Pallabi Chakravorty
What is the line between sanity and madness and what role does cultural and gender bias play in this divide?

The way you frame the query is a reflection of binary thought.  The usual sacred / profane, mind / body problem.  We tend to divide our world into neat categories for analyzing it, whereas the phenomenal world is in continuous flux.  Accordingly sanity is associated with the male, rational, and insanity with the female, mad.  Consider how Freudian thought says that showing emotion is irrational, hysterical, female.  However, rationality is not universal but culture bound. So is the construction of masculinity and femininity. Interestingly, what is "normal" is also a cultural construction.  

        To counter these lines of thought (much of which comes from western philosophy) we can look at Hindu monistic philosophy to get an alternative view.   Monism rather than dualism better captures the fluidity of the phenomenal world.  In short, the line between sanity and madness does not exist but is a construction. 

Scott Kugle 
What about Mah Laqa Bai inspired you to do research on her and to be a driving force to get her memorial renovated?  

I was first inspired to do research on Mah Laqa Bai because of her important position as a female poet in Urdu. She is one of the first women to compose a full divan of Urdu ghazals, in competition with male poets like Mir Taqi Mir and Khwaja Mir Dard, at the beginning of the "golden age" of Urdu poetry.  But her personality is much deeper than just her poetry, as she was a dancer, singer, politician, and also sponsored many religious events in Hyderabad.  She touched all aspects of Hyderabad's history and culture during the height of its power, in the late 1700s and early 1800s (just as British domination really set in).    
     As for her memorial tomb and garden, it is just a beautiful and evocative place, at the foot of a sacred hill with a shrine to Imam Ali on top. I simply felt that it should be preserved and restored...along with several other scholar-activists in Hyderabad. So we formed a committee, wrote a proposal, and began to gather funds to start the work.  The architectural heritage of Hyderabad was so rich, but as it became the modern capital of Andhra Pradesh, much has been lost or deliberately ruined.  So we felt that preserving even one monument was a great feat, and this monument includes a garden and wells, so there was also an environmental imperative and a chance to improve the local community's water supply as well.  The fact that this monument is linked to an artistic and spiritual woman makes it even more valuable!
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	Nirupama Vaidhyanathan 
What inspired you to draw a parallel between Meerabai and St. Teresa of Avila?
A few years ago, I was curious to find out about mystical literature in other faiths, and came across the work of St. Teresa of Avila. I read a book written by her, and was struck by the parallels between Catholicism and Hinduism. Then, when I realized that the lives of Meerabai and St. Teresa overlapped, with each wrapped up in circumstances that tested their faith in God, my curiosity turned into a quest to find out more about their lives. My paper at the conference is a result of this intellectual quest. 

Ketu H Katrak 
How do you understand the female saint poets' 'madness'? How is this madness connected to the feeling of divinity?

The female saint-poets are judged by their families and societies in different historical time-periods as "mad" since they are so profoundly immersed in their love for the deity. Since the female saint-poets do not fulfill their usual and expected roles as daughters, wives, and mothers in patriarchal society, they are seen as eccentric, crazy, and outsiders to society. Their passion for the divine is expressed in ecstatic, even erotic poetry, music, and other expressions that have survived through the centuries to delight us today and we do not judge such artistic creativity as "mad" but rather as exceptional expressions of love for the divine.
DID U KNOW
Janabai composed over 340 devotional songs, abhangas; they survived by being included in collections of Namdev's own works. Some of Janabai's songs tell of the lives of her fellow Varkari and of the various incarnations of Vishnu, but the most distinctive are those that tell of her personal relationship with the god Vitthal. She sees Vitthal as her mother (a view not uncommon among the Varkaris), but also as her fellow-serving maid, and ultimately herself.

In one of her poems: 

Let me undergo as many births in this world as You please, but grant that my desires are fulfilled. They are that I see Pandharpur and serve Namdev in every birth. I do not mind if I am a bird or a swine, a dog or a cat, but my conditions are that in each of these lives, I must see Pandharpur and serve Namdev. This is the ambition of Namdev's maid.

MAH LAQA BAI
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Mah Laqa Bai (1767-1824) also known as Chanda Bibi, was a court dancer for the 2nd and 3rd Nizams and was said to be the first woman to author a full collection of Urdu ghazals in the 18th century. She was also active in the religious and political life of Hyderabad during her lifetime. 

Mah Laqa was a devout Shia and her devotion towards Hazrat Ali is visible in innumerable ghazals. She penned ghazals in Persian but most of her works in Persian was lost. She is the first female poet who wrote a full ‘Divan’ in Urdu - a collection of ghazals with at least one poem rhyming with each letter of the Urdu alphabet. Her Divan contained 125 ghazals. A copy which was compiled and calligraphed by herself is preserved in the British museum in London. Mah Laqa was also a celebrity classical singer and renowned danseuse of her era. She excelled in singing love lyrics accompanied by Deccani style of Kathak dance. 

The tomb of Mah Laqa Bai, located near Moula Ali in Secunderabad, was in a dilapidated state and the idea to renovate it was proposed by Scott Kugle, an American researcher working in Hyderabad. It was restored in 2010 by the US Consulate, Hyderabad with the help of Centre for Deccan Studies.
Karnataka is a state in South West India. It was created on 1 November 1956, with the passing of the States Reorganisation Act...
	AKKA MAHADEVI
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Akka Mahadevi, a prominent figure and Kannada poet of the Veerashaiva Bhakti movement, was born in 1130 and lived until 1160. She is a prominent figure in the field of female emancipation and a person of mystical vision, who had said that she was a woman only in name and that her mind, body and soul belonged to Lord Shiva. During a time of strife and political uncertainty in the 12th century, she launched a movement that made her an inspiration for woman empowerment and enlightenment.  She took part in many gatherings of the learned to debate about
philosophy and attainment of enlightenment. In search for her eternal soul mate, she made the animals, flowers and birds her friends and companions, rejecting family life and worldly attachment. Akka has also sung Vachanas which are simple but of highest order.



Her Vachanas, a form of didactic poetry are considered her greatest contribution to Kannada  bhakti literature. In all she wrote about 430 Vachanas. The term 'Akka' (elder sister) which is an honorific given to her by great Veerashaiva saints like Basavanna, Chenna Basavanna, Kinnari Bommayya, Siddharama, Allamaprabhu and Dasimayya speaks volumes of her contribution to Kannada literature. She is said to have accepted god Shiva (Chenna Mallikarjuna) as her mystical husband. A true ascetic, Mahadevi is said to have refused to wear any clothing - a common practice among male ascetics, but shocking for a woman. Legend has it that due to her true love & devotion, her whole body was protected by hair.


In the first phase she renounced the worldly objects and attractions, in the second, discarded the entire object based rules and regulations, and in the third phase she started her journey towards Srisailam, where her eternal lover Chenna Mallikarjuna’s temple is located. 

For hunger, there’s village rice in the begging bowl,
For thirst, there are tanks and streams and wells
For sleep temple ruins do well
For the company of the soul I have you, Chenna Mallikarjuna

* I have fallen in love
I have fallen in love, O mother with the Beautiful One, who knows no death,
knows no decay and has no form;

I have fallen in love, O mother with the Beautiful One, who has no middle, has no end, 

has no parts and has no features;

 

I have fallen in love, O mother with the Beautiful One, who knows no birth and knows no fear.

I have fallen in love, O mother with the Beautiful One, who is without any family,
without any country and without any peer;

Chenna Mallikarjuna, the Beautiful, is my husband.

Fling into the fire the husbands who are subject to death and decay.
SNIPPETS

For women who wish to opt out of matrimony altogether, the lives of non-consort goddesses and women saint-poets create a unique kind of a social space in our otherwise marriage-obsessed culture. This has also made voluntary celibacy a very respected choice for women in India. In many modern cultures, especially those influenced by Freudian theories, sexual abstinence is seen as an unhealthy aberration that is supposed to lead to all kinds of neuroses and a disoriented personality. 
In India, however, we are still heavily inclined towards the opposite tradition that holds that purposeful & voluntary sexual abstinence bestows extraordinary powers on human beings. Any woman who, like Durga, becomes sexually inaccessible, consort of none, nor in search of a consort, tends to command tremendous awe and reverence in India, especially if she devotes herself to a larger cause. In the tradition of non-consort goddesses, many came to be treated as symbols of feminine power in their respective regions.

(‘Traditional Female Moral Exemplars in India’ by Madhu Kishwar) 
	 ST. TERESA OF AVILA (1515-1582)
Mystic and poet St Teresa of Avila lived through the Spanish inquisition but avoided being placed on trial despite her mystical revelations. She helped to reform the tradition of Catholicism and steer the religion away from fanaticism. Over-coming physical ailments, she became fully absorbed in her devotion to God.
              


 “I bore these sufferings with great composure, in fact with joy, except at first when the pain was too severe. What followed seemed to hurt less. I was completely surrendered to the will of God even if he intended to burden me like this forever... The other sisters wondered at my God-given patience. Without him I truly could not have borne so much with so much joy.”
God alone is enough

Let nothing upset you, 
let nothing startle you.
All things pass;
God does not change.
Patience wins
all it seeks.
Whoever has God
lacks nothing:
God alone is enough.
LALLESHWARI
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Lalleshwari (1320–1392) is also known as Lalla, Lal Ded or Lal Arifa. She was a mystic of the Kashmiri Shaivite sect, and at the same time, a Sufi saint. She is a creator of the mystic poetry called vatsun or Vakhs, literally 'speech'. Known as Lal Vakhs, her verses are the earliest compositions in the Kashmiri language and are an important part in history of Kashmiri literature. 
She married at age twelve, but her marriage was unhappy and she left home at twenty-four to take sanyas (renunciation) and become a disciple of the Shaivite guru Siddha Srikantha (Sed Bayu). She continued the mystic tradition of Shaivism in Kashmir, which was known as Trika before 1900.

*With a thin rope of untwisted thread
Tow I ever my boat o'er the sea.
Will God hear the prayers that I have said?
Will he safely over carry me?
Water in a cup of unbaked clay,
Whirling and wasting, my dizzy soul
Slowly is filling to melt away.
Oh, how fain would I reach my goal.
(Translated by RC Temple) 
*Holy books will disappear, and then only the mystic formula will remain.
When the mystic formula departed, naught but mind was left.
When the mind disappeared naught was left anywhere,
And a voice became merged within the void.
(Translated by G Grierson) 
Interviews by Lalitha Venkat
Info compiled by Lalitha Venkat
Source: Internet
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