
Disrupted Divas: 
North Indian Courtesans and Conflicting Pathways
Video Presentation by Amelia Maciszewski
TRT: approx. 45 min. 
Tawaifs and Tradition – India introduction/ Context 
· Some VO about the issue of marginality relating it to music – need to figure out appropriate visual - 
· Tawaifs as divas by definition
· VO explaining who tawaifs are and contextualizing them
Looking across cultures, one finds several performing arts traditions associated with “public women” or “courtesans,” women who sing and dance publicly mostly for the entertainment of men and face disrepute. Such women have experienced various changes in their status, identity, and roles in the process of modernization. In the Indian subcontinent these divas are known as  devadasi in the South tawa’if  and baiji in the North. In the course of modernization, particularly following the partition and independence of India and Pakistan, the identities of members of these communities have at best become transformed into folkloric spectacles or romanticized archetypes; at worst, they have become inextricably linked with prostitution. In the process, the importance of their artistic and cultural contributions has been obscured, often silencing their own voices. 

The process of modernization in India has affected courtesans in two most significant ways. First, social reformers in the early 20th century, influenced by the 19th century colonialist perspective that degraded the artistic value and morality of tawa’if-s and devadasi-s, took it upon themselves to reform society and its cultural capital by classicizing and sanitizing musical genres and performance practice as much as possible. Thus began a process of gradually disembodying the music and dance traditions in which tawa’if-s and devadasi-s specialized, such as the Hindustani genre thumri and Kathak dance, from their practitionersis. In this process,  members of the mainstream, including “respectable” women, adopted these forms into the socially elite complex of art music, performing the music mostly in centers of urban culture. Most traditional women performers found themselves excluded from this “democratization.” Rather, the purveyors of this reformist discourse proceeded to erase the contours that distinguished tawa’if-s and devadasi-s as performing artists from prostitutes. 

· visuals of early tawaifs (Gauhar Jaan – from matchbox pic at Whip In, Janki Bai on cassette cover, Appaji’s photo of Rajeshwari and Kamaleshwari Bai, etc.)
·  miniature paintings of courtesans making music and their patrons
· Chaturbhujasthan Red Light District, Muzaffarpur, Bihar
VO -- From the latter 19th century  until the 1960s, and to a lesser extent until the 1980s, tawaifs would live in specific  neighborhoods much like entertainment districts, where they performed mujra,  delicately sensuous Hindustani music ,dance, and Urdu poetry recitation,  in their private salons known as kotha-s. Upper-class men and their sons frequented these salons, where they enjoyed the performance and often learned the music.   Art was at the center of these encounters;  seduction was option, not a given.  

Tawaifs’ salon performance has all but disappeared in many of its former centers (such as Lucknow and Benares) largely as a result of social reform movements and legislation beginning in the 1930s that vilified these women and artistic work. Nevertheless,  the remnants of this cultural tradition remain in a few off-center cities, albeit in a degraded form. One of these sites is Chaturbhujasthan, the red light area in Muzaffarpur, a busy provincial city in the northern part of the impoverished and corrupt north Indian state of Bihar. Once respected for its art and culture, Chaturbhujasthan, has, for the most part, deteriorated into a flesh trade market. Some 1000 women active in the profession make their home there. Previously,  passersby could hear the sounds of ghungroo (the dancers’ ankle bells) and musical rehearsals.  Now lack of employment, poverty, and caste discrimination have reduced this once great artistic tradition to little more than an adjunct to the main business.  Nevertheless, there are a number of women living in Chaturbhujasthan for whom music is an integral part of their lives. 

Chaturbhujasthan quarter is named after its resident Hindu temple, dedicated to the lord Chaturbhuj, an incarnation of Vishnu.

· Overview with B roll footage – music underneath (maybe Mammu Khan’s ghazal from Pearls of Love 08)
· Red colored temple and deity Chaturbhuj (incarnation of Vishnu, the preserver) as center of red light district – Aruna’s AIDS song and/or bhajan
· B roll footage of women dancing in Rani’s salon OR Nitu dancing
· Stills of some houses in the quarter
· Examples of the traditions
· Performance
Tawaif-s have been divas involved in processes of globalization in South Asia since the late 18th century, when their performance was sometimes patronized by British colonialists (many of whom later both exoticized and vilified them). At the turn of the  20th century they were the first women to participate in the pioneer recording industry lending their voices to HMV. In the early decades of the 20th century, baiji-s and tawaif-s were the first women to play women’s roles in cinema. Their diva persona, enacted in avant-garde participation in and contributions to public culture in South Asia have fueled a pervasive gossip that has long been, and continues to be, globally mediated in both the recording and film industry.
    Today tawaifs encounter many disruptions and obstacles that stress their options for livelihood as performance divas. Some continue to perform in their private salons, usually for patrons who are more interested in sex than songs. They must constantly struggle with a complex network of crime and exploitation, not to mention poverty and profound social marginalization. Others have retired from professional performance but continue to make music informally at home. 
One of the most significant contemporary supporters of tawaifs’ performance (and more) is  the Benares-based NGO Guria Sansthan, who is mission is to break the cycle of ignorance, exploitation,  and discrimination that women in the flesh and independent trades are subject to.  Guria has built and runs its own “balwadi,” a headstart school for children of the red light area of Benares. In addition, for the past 15 years,  Guria  has been putting on music and dance programs in public venues featuring members of the tawaif community that they serve.  Since 2008, Guria has opened these programs up to include other socially marginalized traditional performers, while keeping the tawaifs at the forefront. 
· Formal:  Pearls of Love Concerts- Ghat '08 and Outreach concert '08
· Informal:  private salons
· Kali Dasi & Aruna ’96 (maybe)
· Kali Dasi, Aruna, & Chandni ‘00
· Kanchan and Madhuri Devi in Bowbazaar ’05 
· Munni Bai and Noor Jahaan in Shivdaspur ‘05
· Nitu in salon (maybe)
· Daya Kumari ‘06
· Rani’s salon footage (maybe)
As in the past, many tawaifs continue to learn their more classical/formal repertoire from ustads, male masters who often accompany their performance as well. Ustad Wajjan Khan is one such master in Muzaffarpur, known and respected both by the tawaif community and the mainstream. Tawaifs also learn from their foremothers. 

· Teaching & Learning
· Wajjan Khan with Aruna, Chandni, Pooja, me ’06, ‘08
· Aruna  & Chandni ’06, ‘08
· Daya Kumari  & Gunja ‘06
· Music in everyday life
VO – In a family such as Chandni’s and Aruna’s, music provides a soundtrack to the everyday lives of many of these women, although live music today increasingly faces competition from  recorded music . Nevertheless, much of their practice time is while doing household chores or socializing. 

· Aruna & Chandni singing while doing household chores with bkgd cow moo
· Chandni & Shalini singing outside with bkgd cow moo
The once great variety of traditional songs in North India includes songs for life events, such as marriage and the birth of a baby, respectively, such as these performed by Aruna, Poonam, Daya Kumari, Chandni, and their friends in celebration of Guria directors’ Ajeet and Manju’s wedding and birth of their daughter. 

· “Banna” wedding song by Aruna, Poonam, et al 
·  “Sohar” baby song by Daya Kumari, Aruna, Chandni, et al 
2. Conflicting Pathways – VO introducing disruptions
· More concert clips - 'interrupted' -intercut and interspersed with the disruptions footage
· Disruptions
VO - In newly independent India the Anti-Zamindari Act of 1952 emasculated  [disempowered?] landed gentry by reclaiming their lands and titles. As the aristocracywere the traditional audience for Indian classical music and dance, this effected the loss of a major source of patronage for  baijs, tawa’ifs, and other musicians. Subsequently, the first Immoral Traffic Prevention Act (ITPA) was passed in 1956. This made it increasingly difficult for the many baijis and tawa’ifs who were attached to operating salons in which they would perform for clients to prove that these establishments were not premises for prostitution, punishable as a criminal offence. Famous courtesan quarters in North India, such as Dalmandi Bazaar in Benares, Chowk in Lucknow, and Hira Mandi in Lahore, became subject to police raids, which were often violent. Although today in such quarters there exist associations of tawa’ifs and their accompanists/male family members (deredar), which function something like local trade guilds, the particularly exploitative aspects of the ITPA, such as warrantless searches, arrests,

harassment, and eviction, still exist.  

In the past two decades, the fear of perceived acts of terrorism fueled by political tensions (some Hindu-Muslim, others driven by intra-party conflicts) such as bomb blasts has led organizers to all but cease putting on “open” public concerts.

· Wajjan Khan – talking head narrative with cutaways to visuals
· Previous support by zamindars/aristocratic families (incl. Rajputs), nawabs – new bourgeoisie uninterested in classical music as it was performed in Chaturbhujasthan
· Passage of time – some artists have left the scene, some have become old, some have died
· Phasing out of “open” programmes 
· Disintegration of traditional feudal patronage – visual of crumbling feudal-style building
· Lack of training of present-day working performers largely due to their pursuit of monetary earnings
· Transformation to capitalist economy which deals in cash rather than exchange of favors/resources – visual of jewelry store with woman’s picture
3. Divas & Disruptions
· Private salons vs public performance: 
· Nitu dance, then talk w/ Ajeet
· Kanchan and perhaps Madhuri in Kolkata Bowbazaar salon
· Rekha Bai & Bediyas from Pearls of Love ‘08
·  Suman from Pearls of Love ’04 - maybe
· Munni B & Noor J:  
· change in men's /client's desires, 
· reality of economics/ demand
· implication of Bollywood  - Mars’s off-Bollywood footage, something from Slumdog Millionaire
· Poverty - need to make a living somehow – B roll 
· Patriarchy in India and Women's/socially marginalized people’s vulnerabilities
· Gossip and social acceptance  – Chandni’s reluctance to pursue music more deeply 
· VO about Amie’s conversation with her – NARRATED IN 3RD PERSON OR AS VO CONVERSATION BETWEEN ALKA & AMIE W VISUALS???
A: You have said that you want to progress more with your music and use the talent that you have. You know that you can become a professional musician without doing “mujras” (courtesan performances in their salons for men)

[B roll of 2001 footage of tawaifs’ get-together in Rani’s home, also of 2005 of Kanchan in Bowbazaar]

C: Yes. I would like to perform in an Indian Idol show. I know that that’s a good place to get a break. [Some B roll that suggests this.]

A: How can you get in?

C: I have to fill out a form and send it in.

A: Why don’t you do that?

C: Well, my brother’s supposed to get the form for me. 

A: You should remind him. Don’t waste your time. 

C: Yeah . . . 

A: You know that nowadays girls from all kinds of backgrounds can make music their career, and people in the mainstream (outside your community) don’t think anything bad about it. You’re getting an education, and you have the talent and the background to do so. Don’t be afraid; just go for it. If you think Indian idol is the way to go, go for it.

C: Yes, I’d like to. But just the same, people might talk. And Mother and my brothers would like me to get married someday. If I perform too much, people can say, “Oh, she’s turning into a ‘singer’  [the English word used by members of the extended courtesan community has racy connotations].” And that might hurt my chances of getting married. 

A: How about if you left Muzaffarpur and went to, say, Kolkata to study classical music from a guru? 

C: I’d like to, but Mother has to allow me. . . .

· Clip of Chandni talking about Indian Idol ‘05
· Vulnerability in marriage  - Chandni's sister Ragini’s murder – newspaper cuttings, ’00 photos & maybe footage of them with baby, Aruna’s ’00 song in bkgd
VO – Not all daughters in tawaif families become performers. Some are married and live the life of householders. Aruna’s and her benefactor, the father of her children, chose marriage for their elder daughter, Ragini. She was married in 1997 at the age of 16 to the son of a village attorney. In 2000, Ragini gave birth to a son, fulfilling the duty of a wife in this patriarchal society. Her life was tragically cut short by her husband’s and in-laws’ greed for dowry.  Ironically, Chandni’s mother and brothers are considering marriage as one of the options for Chandni’s future . . . 

· Trafficking 
· newspaper article about raid in Muzaffarpur
VO - In August 2006, a raid  on a trafficking racket in Chaturbhujasthan and the arrest of its leader was headline news in the community.  The ring, engineered by one Nasir, had been printing false passports and ‘selling’ them to tawa’ifs in Chaturbhujasthan, thereafter sending the women to Dubai to work as bar dancers. The ‘tours’ typically last for three months (the length of the visas), during which time the women (some of them minors) must earn enough money to repay the passport fee, otherwise they would have to marry local men (whom they would subsequently divorce). The police had found the false passports of fifteen such young women in their homes, as well as photographs and identity documents of these women, and foreign currency (US dollars and dinars), in the residences of Nasir and several other men.  There was much tension and rumor among the residents of Chaturbhujasthan, as the police were taking the liberty to enter and search women’s homes at random.

· VO with Nitu’s song in bkgd - Nitu Kumari,  in her mid-twenties, lives in a salon on the second-floor overlooking the crossing in Chaturbhujasthan.  Not from a musical lineage, Nitu began entertaining men with her seductive, Bollywood-style  dancing, mostly in her salon, following her father’s death over a dozen years ago. In this way, she supports her mother and young daughter Anjita, who live with her.  Although recruited for Guria festivals, she was reluctant to leave her salon and seasonal contacts, through which she earns more money more quickly.   
In early 2009 Nitu was arrested on a charge of  trafficking  young girls for salon entertainment. She was jailed, and her daughter was placed in a home for children of mothers in jail. By the end of the year, however, she had been released and had returned to her salon.  

· AIDS   - excerpt from Aruna's song with text subtitles & her short interview w/ Chaturbhujasthan temple and street B roll
VO – In 2000, Aruna Devi  made a state-sponsored tour performance tour around the state of Bihar. She was part of a troupe of musicians and folk theater actors who visited jails, slums, quarters (including Chaturbhujasthan), and hospitals to raise awareness about AIDS and safe sex through their performance.  She was given lyrics that addressed the topic  which she set to music.  

4. A Ray of Hope
· Guria concerts – B roll and Poonam’s “nazar” song
VO - The Benares-based non-government, nonprofit organization  called Guria Sansthan, or, simply, Guria, is dedicated to enabling members of various clans and castes of tawa’if (as well as prostitutes) to reclaim their status as artists once acknowledged for by patrons of India’s traditional arts.  

Founded and led by Ajeet Singh, a passionate grass-roots activist,  Guria has been organizing and producing  Festivals of Music and Dance several times a  year since 1995 in mainstream performance venues. On these festival stages participants find spaces that provide opportunities for them to transcend their low socioeconomic status and perform as ‘legitimate’ artists hired for their creative skill (and not their sexual availability). Here the women present the best of their repertoire as they strive to make their music and dance acceptable to the mainstream and, ultimately, financially viable. Guria’s latest initiative, the Dhai Aakar Pyar Ka (‘Pearls of Love’) concert series launched in June 2004, is increasingly entrepreneurial and seeks to ride the wave of India Tourism’s ‘Incredible India’ marketing campaign to target tourist audiences as potential consumers. [WILL BE CONSOLIDATED SO AS NOT TO BE REDUNDANT]

· Manju’s “Eka Chalo Re” song 
VO – Self-reliance and empowerment in the face of social marginality are nothing new to Santana Manju Singh, co-director of Guria Sansthan. She grew up in an SOS orphanage near Kolkata. In 2002 she joined Guria as a teacher in their badwadi head start school in the Shivdaspur red light area of Benares. She and founder-director Ajeet Singh were married in 2004. In 2008, they became parents of a daughter, Varish.
· Balwadi
VO - Guria’s main field site is Shivdaspur, a fully operative red-light quarter (not formerly a courtesan quarter) where for several years Guria has been running a balwadi, or informal headstart school and tutoring centre for the quarter’s children.  Manju Singh plays the role of head teacher at the school. There, some 150 children between the ages of 2 and 13 attend classes to learn basic literacy, hygiene, social skills, crafts, plays, and simple songs with messages of empowerment like the following:

I swear on this land

I swear on this stone (amber)

These situations will change –

You change yourself . . . you change yourself,

Then these times will change

[Footage of balwadi and versions of this song sung by both the children and Manju, and Manju teaching the children]

· Ajeet’s talk - Guria programs, etc.
· Ajeet & Manju:  wedding song, baby, etc. [musical traditions, as well as showing positive role models of a family unit, etc.]
· Ajeet’s talk about growth, movement, revolution
[India's independence  - VO - The hope that came with independence, and not to let that hope for a new model be denied the women and kids....although that hope is very fragile. , independence from more traditional feudal courts was what allowed the women to fall through the cracks more? (in one sense, since they were taken care of on one level in traditional structures- granted they had no autonomy, and that is changing some these days).] WILL WORK ON THIS MORE – NEED TO READ THE ARTICLE ABOUT PUBLIC SPACES/PATHWAYS 

Move from that spark of hope (kids in street/parade), to kids in school learning the songs and end with Manju singing about keep on your path, stick to your goals.   Close with montage of images over Manju singing.
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