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A queer and permissive text:
towards situated knowledge of

CVN-kalarippayattu

Mark James Hamilton

For every practitioner-researcher who trains in remote exclusive contexts, vastl

y more act upon these explorers’ written reports. Such texts seek to communicate specific

experiential discoveries in accessible universal terms, translating esoteric vernaculars into

exoteric vocabularies. This conversion can reify principles perceived to organise bodily

practices, and mask the organic flux of practitioners’ experience. Consequently, such texts, as

virtual pedagogues, risk forming convoluted disciples, intent on embodying idealised moments

described in their pages. How might personal bodily experiences become documents that serve

as permissive prompts rather than delimiting manuals? Can queer epistemology’s acknowl-

edgement of all demarcations as contingent help navigate the entwining of empirical objectives

and autobiography that shapes practice-as-research? The article pursues this proposition

exploring a precise phenomenon. Training in CVN-kalaripayattu, the author has experienced a

unique bi-unity; exacting complicit interactions shape violent forces to an aesthetic end, visceral

instincts become sublimated to finer desires. What text can indicate the insights into the

paradoxes of performance gained therein? The article positions Chandralekha and Phillip

Zarrilli, signal commentators of this potential in CVN-kalaripayattu, on parallel banks of

subjectivity and objectivity. Might a queered consort of these registers be able to convey the

imminence of transcendental principles in the messy muddles of fleshly work?

Keywords: martial arts, queer epistemology, tantra, Kerala

Her body is sprinkled with musk-vermillion powder;

His body is smeared with funeral pyre ash.

She has the power of sexual desire;

And He is averse to it.

I bow to Shivah and I bow to Shiva.

(Ardhanarishvara Stotram)

Chandralekha Prabhudas Patel (b. 1928; d. 2006) is remembered as a seminal
pioneer of contemporary Indian dance. Phillip Zarrilli is a leading scholar of
psychophysical performer pedagogy. Both she and he are signal commenta-
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tors on CVN-kalaripayattu. This martial art is a highly elaborated
contemporary rendition of the hereditary combat forms of the region of
Kerala in South India. In the late 1990s, I joined the notable number of theatre
performers (both Indian and non-Indian) who have been inspired by
Chandralekha and Zarrilli to train in CVN-kalaripayattu. The discipline has a
dual focus. It pursues effective fighting and demands refined complicity.
It offers, therefore, a rich context in which to explore the preoccupying
paradox of modern performance; the quest for vital life in predetermined
dramatic actions. In the 1930s, Kottakal Karnaran and his student C.V.
Narayanan Nayar configured CVN-kalaripayattu. Their goal was to revive
participation in and support for Kerala’s indigenous martial arts. The exacting
and vigorous drills of CVN-kalaripayattu shape trainees into potential
combatants. At the same time, the discipline’s refinement and focus on
virtuosity makes these practitioners into spectacular figures of entertainment.
All martial arts protect participants in order to prolong their involvement.
They necessarily replace rough extemporaneous fighting with refined
simulated engagements. CVN-kalaripayattu maximises the opportunities
created by this strategy. In meipayattu (the fundamental movement training),
practitioners address invisible opponents with kicks, leaps, blocks and
evasions. They move together, in perfect unison, in parallel, never making
contact. In the subsequent armed sparring drills, constant risk and physical
danger inform practitioners’ actions, made evident by flying splinters and
sparks from the hard wood and metal weapons. By perfecting idealised
combat, however, CVN-kalaripayattu practitioners always move towards the
grace of an aesthetic form.

In this essay, I bring Chandralekha and Zarrilli’s accounts of CVN-
kalaripayattu into conversation. I focus on how they can be heard as
vocalisations of two registers; the subjective and the objective. I identify her
voice as being more sensual, spiritual and native South Indian. I respond to his
potential to be heard as a voice for the intellect and the academy, both often
(anachronistically, but persistently) associated with ‘non-native’ perspectives.
Chandralekha’s practice and words lauded bodily sensation as a source of
substantial meaning. She invites me to talk of CVN-kalaripayattu in a personal
emotional register. On the other hand, Zarrilli’s writing offers a technical
clarity that promises demystification. He guides me into a discourse that is
rational and scientific. This essay considers the knowledge-making
possibilities offered when Chandralekha and Zarrilli’s registers of mystical
invocation and emphatic circumscription operate in consort. Moreover,
I explore how such a bi-unity (a state or mode of being two-in-one) is the
implicit goal of CVN-kalaripayattu, and the core of its own tantric philosophy.

I am privileged to have trained at the CVN-kalaripayattu school, which was
central to Zarrilli’s formative fieldwork. The kalari (school) stands at East
Fort, in Thiruvananthapuram (Kerala’s capital city). It is active at the cusps of
day and night, dawn and dusk. In keeping with the Hindu faith, oil lamps are lit
to illuminate the training space and honour the idols ringing its perimeter.
Their flickering augments the twilight. Our training times were reigned over
by neither quite the lunar nor the solar orbs: they were times merging
the quietude of subtle reflection and the brilliance of lucid exposition.
The codified combat of CVN-kalaripayattu evokes a comparable bi-unity. The
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discipline lies betwixt those practices deemed instrumental and those
deemed ornamental.
Sathyan Narayan is the gurukula (master) of the East Fort school (and CVN

Nayar’s grandson). On occasions, he manipulated my body directly during my
practice of meipayattu. He kneaded my hips and groin to tuck and fold.
He prodded particular vertebra to soften and shift. He asked me to sense
inwardly. He asked, ‘Do you feel it?’ Contrastingly, the school’s senior
instructor Rajasekharan Nair drove me onward to perfect the complex forms
of the drills, and to progress to the weapons. Repeatedly demonstrating a
move he would chant ‘One, two. One, two’. While I was standing resting
against the stone wall surrounding the kalari (training space), two more voices
would often speak to me; those of Chandralekha and Zarrilli. They joined
in a dialogue between subjective introspection and objective perfection.
Her voice seems to promise most when I attempt to recount my particular
journey in CVN-kalaripayattu. Moreover, I propose that speaking from a place
of deep subjective introspection is of particular value when reporting
performance research.
To explain my claim, I must position myself as a practitioner-scholar greatly

influenced by feminist revisions of epistemology. I trace values I carry to
Donna Haraway’s seminal 1988 essay ‘Situated Knowledges: The Science
Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective’. In this essay,
Haraway proposes a feminist empiricism. The keystone of this ontology is
acknowledgement that objects of study (including embodied experiences) are
not discovered but defined. They come into being as they are mapped. The
objects are products of analysis and reflection. As such, they are always
mutable. Objects of study, Haraway suggests, are meeting points. They have
substance. They are observable by groups of scholars. They are, however, also
constituted by the process of observation. Haraway says that it is observers
who invest objects with their meaning. Therefore, she determines, objects of
study are unstable meeting points of substance and meaning. She calls them
‘material-semiotic generative nodes’ (Haraway 1988, p. 595).
Below, I will speak of how CVN-kalaripayattu has created instants in which

I experienced a simultaneous immersion in and transcendence of my
materiality. I will talk too of the use of gendered and sexualised metaphors in
Hindu Tantric cosmology. These describe outer embodiment as feminine, and
the inner life of the mind as masculine. I want to use queer theory to help
make sense of my experiences and their relationship to such ideas. Haraway’s
propositions are central to Corie Hammer and Alan D. Brown’s 2004 paper
‘Towards a Feminist–Queer Alliance: A Paradigmatic Shift in the Research
Process’. Hammer and Brown (2004, p. 8) note that to speak of ‘my body’,
distinct and personal, differs greatly from speaking of ‘the body’. To speak of
‘my body’ anchors the speaker in the prominent interiority of his or her
individual corporeality. It prevents the speaker performing the ‘god-trick’ of
omnipotent impartiality that Haraway (1988, p. 587) wanted to frustrate.
Hammer and Brown (2004, p. 99) promote a queer critique. They reject as
pretence the idea of a scholarly objectivity that is neutral and expansive.What
is more, they note how such an ideal devalues subjectivity as limited because
of its partiality and its marked bias.
Hammer and Brown’s position is representative of the queer stance.

Queer, says Alexander Lambevski (2012, p. 82), is ‘the non-, anti-, or contra-
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of dominant representational thought’. I am happy to identify as a queer
scholar set against core norms found in the academic establishment.
I understand, however, Dara Blumenthal’s argument that the queer project
may be limited and marginalised by its own tenets. It might be seen as a
perspective always self-Othered by its stance as opposing dominant trends.
Blumenthal (2012, p. 7) wonders if queer ontology is locked in a minority
position, being ‘utterly useless without (hetero or homo) normativity from
which it can be mobilized to do its queering’. Andrea Smith offers useful
comment on this critique. In her 2010 essay ‘Queer Theory and Native
Studies: The Heteronormativity of Settler Colonialism’, Smith (2010, p. 57)
opposes ‘a binary analysis of binaries’ and the ‘presumption that binarism is
bad’. It is possible that polarities aid analysis. My time training in CVN-
kalaripayattu leads me to question the distinctions of subjectivity and
objectivity. This duality, however, is a vital discursive dynamic for analysing
experience packed dense with a conglomeration of sensibilities.

This balance of perspectives is of critical importance in texts that speak of
CVN-kalaripayattu. Though the discipline is much discussed in enclaves
researching performance pedagogy, it is largely known through the mediation
of texts. Embodied knowledge of the practice remains limited to a
comparatively small cohort of scholars. (This is a situation replicated for a
number of influential non-Western performance practices.) A number of
performers may study or work with scholar-practitioners like Zarrilli. For
many, however, his texts – and those of comparable seminal field researchers
– serve as virtual pedagogues. Through such publications, researching
practitioners seek to recount their deeply personal experiences in accessible
universal terms. This is a process of translation. Attempts are made to move
away from the peculiar vernaculars commonly used in and around such
training. The writer seeks to speak in an inclusive and explicit manner.
I acknowledge that this endeavour pursues clarity. The necessary
generalisation it entails, however, can create documents that emphasise
abstraction and model ideal moments of practice. This emphasis can eclipse
the messy particularities that predominate in bodily practices. The singular
intimacies of trainees’ experiences become marginalised. They become
positioned as partial and imperfect revelations of the isolated ideal principles
described in the generalising text. Reports of performance research can
encourage readers to try and embody the model moments of practice they
describe. When presented as objective definitive maps, they can easily
become delimiting manuals that determine rules. There is a different potential
in documents that keep the author-researcher’s particular and personal bodily
experiences prominent. These documents can serve as inspiring diagrams.
They become a permissive pedagogue, prompting the reader to deepen the
individuality of his or her practice.

Queer epistemology offers a route to texts that might serve as permissive
pedagogues. In practice-as-research, empirical objectives and autobiographi-
cal journeys are inextricably entwined. Queer epistemology can embrace this
conflation, for it acknowledges all demarcations as contingent. It elaborates
feminist propositions that the value of knowledge depends upon the creator’s
acknowledgement of his or her situationality (location in a discrete
sociocultural context). Queering distinctions between an artist’s autobio-
graphy and his or her scholarly ethnography can help reveal how
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transcendental principles can only be sighted (and sited, and cited) amidst the
messy muddles of training practices. Significantly, CVN-kalaripayattu is born of
a Tantric ontology that finds soteriological potential in such kinds of insight.
Use of a queer epistemology foregrounds how dominant gender tropes are

complicated in CVN-kalaripayattu. My focus is shifted from the male
practitioners who dominate the discipline to the deified feminine concepts
underpinning and overarching their practice. The kalari becomes remapped.
Focus falls on Bhadrakali (the goddess in her fierce manifestation), whose
invisible presence resides on an empty corner-plinth of the kalari. It falls too
on the stone bud installed opposite her as the presiding deity of the kalari.
This bud symbolises the synthesis of all polarities in Siva-Shakti (god-goddess).
Bhadrakali and Siva-Shakti are deities in which polarities converge, as they do in
CVN-kalaripayattu, where practice joins reflection, immersion melds with
observation, and objectivity fuses with subjectivity. In Tantric terms the core
polarity at play in CVN-kalaripayattu is that of Ida and Pingala, the feminine and
masculine subtle currents coursing within each human being. CVN-
kalaripayattu entwines this pair, so that a latent potency called Kundalini
might rise.
My gurukula encouraged me to sense and support the tantra of

kalaripayattu, and its reshaping of suksma sharira (the subtle body). In tantric
practices, opposing forces are folded into a central axial nadi (energetic
channel) called Sushumna that runs the length of the torso, congruent to the
spine. Sushumna is flanked on the left by a nadi called Ida, associated with the
body, activity, the moon and Sakti. Ida, says tantric scholar S.K.R. Rao (2008,
p. 32), creates our involvement in the ‘phenomenal vortex’. Contrastingly, the
nadi Pingala, flanking Sushumna on the right, is associated with the spirit,
contemplation, the sun and Siva. Pingala aids our release from the phenomenal
vortex. CVN-kalariapayattu seeks to integrate Ida and Pingala, via the
conscious organisation of instincts and impulses in its aesthetic refinement of
violent combat. Through the integration of Ida-Pingala a transformation is
promised, a ‘lifting up of the psychic aspect of cosmic energy’ (Mukhayananda
1986, p. 34). This is SwamiMukhayananda’s explanation of the liberation of full
human potential, envisaged as the release of Kundalini. This liberation is the
rising of a latent subtle force that is understood to lie coiled and dormant at
the base of Sushumna. When Ida and Pingala conjoin and mergeMithuna-pinda

Figure 1 Gurukkal G Sathyanarayanan and senior practitioner Peter of CVN Kalari Sangham,
East Fort, Thiruvananthapuram. Photo K S Sajan.
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is realised, the pair-body of awareness-energy (Rao 2008, p. 62). Though Ida
and Pingala run parallel to the length of Sushumna, they must cross this axis so
that their right– left positions reverse in order to begin the energetic
transformation through which Kundalini rises. The holistic convergence
Tantra describes is what prompts me to ask how Zarrilli and Chandralekha’s
terms of reference and registers of articulation might unite, interlinking her
inclination to ultra-subjectivity with his of hyper-analysis. I see this merging,
however, as about restoring balance, and allowing ‘she’ to be as heard as ‘he’.

Zarrilli’s explorations (1998, p. 18) make clear that, despite its warrior
origins, the objective of CVN-kalarippayattu is not violent instrumentality but
meyyabhyasam (body art) and deham bhavam (body expression). A practice
that once facilitated vital rehearsal for imminent battle now uses the
measured danger of armed sparring to elaborate a vital self-awareness. Using
terms from expert informants, Zarrilli (1998, p. 61) describes a restructuring
of suksma sarira (the internal subtle body). In his 1989 essay ‘Three Bodies of
Practice in a Traditional South Indian Martial Art’, Zarrilli (1989, p. 1297)
describes suksma sarira as an ‘ideational construct’ common to tantric yogic
practices; it is ‘a map of an experiential landscape’.

Zarrilli’s monograph When the Body Becomes All Eyes: Paradigms, Discourses,
and Practices of Power in Kalarippayattu, a South Indian Martial Art (1998, p. 140),
relates Kallada Balakrishnan’s explanation of kalaripayattu as enacting a
spiritual ‘marriage’ between outer and inner experience engendered male and
female, realising Ardhanariswara (the god who is half female) in the
practitioner. Zarrilli’s subsequent writings, however, make diminishing use of
such esoteric terms. Zarrilli is cognisant of the politically charged intercultural
terrains and the rational remit of the academies he occupies. He attempts to
inhibit Orientalist mystification of the practices he shares on the page and in
the studio. His work has increasingly emphasised what he has called a ‘bodily-
based materiality’ (Zarrilli 1989, p. 115). I argue, however, that as his writing
has focused ever more closely on the shifts of consciousness in CVN-
kalaripayattu, a certain impersonal immateriality and omniscient anonymity
recurs in his work.

I do not disregard Zarrilli’s own critiques of ‘non-positioned’ theorising, or
his own involvement in creating situated knowledge. In ‘For Whom is the
“Invisible” Not Visible? Reflections on Representation in theWork of Eugenio
Barba’ (1988), Zarrilli began a dialogue with Barba about the risks inherent in
the transculturalist foundation of theatre anthropology. Zarrilli (1988,
pp. 101–102) said then of Barba’s theorising, ‘There is little sense of the
processual labors of a particular performer’s movements towards specific
acts of embodiment’. Zarrilli’s subsequent publishing makes evident his close
engagement with the nexus of cultural practices encircling CVN-kalaripayattu.
His 2009 book Pyschophysical Acting: An Intercultural Approach After Stanislavski
invests significantly in the narratives of performers’ journeys. Chapter 7 is a
production case study of his work on Samuel Beckett’s short plays. Here, the
personal and definite ‘I’ and ‘We’ are found intermingled alongside the less
located and impersonal ‘One’ (Zarrilli 2009, p. 125). I am examining in this
essay, however, Zarrilli’s recurring tendency to share his erudite insights
about CVN-kalaripayattu via proclamations couched in complex terms and
the latter impersonal mode. It is the impact of this aspect of his work that I
want to consider.
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In his 2001 article ‘Negotiating Performance Epistemologies: Knowledges
“About”, “In” and “For”’, Zarrilli (2001, p. 32) references Bryan S. Turner’s
Regulating Bodies. Via Turner, Zarrilli discuss the philosophical concepts of ‘der
Leib’ and ‘der Körper’. Körper, says Turner (1992, p. 41), refers to ‘the objective,
exterior, and institutionalised body’, whereas Leib refers to ‘the animated,
living, experiential body’. In his essay ‘Senses and Silence in Actor Training and
Performance’, Zarrilli (2006, p. 49) develops this distinction. Here, he
distinguishes an ‘aesthetic “outer” body’ offered for the ‘abstractive gaze’
of an onlooker from a performer’s ‘aesthetic “inner” body-mind’. Turner
(1992, p. 56) cautions ‘we should not treat the objective body (Körper) as a
separate entity from the inner sensations of the subjective body (Leib)’. In
‘Senses and Silence’, Zarrilli (2006, p. 57) writes of the cultural specificity of
der Leib, noting; ‘Each particular culture, historical, or artistic/pedagogical
practice over time develops a version of the aesthetic inner body-mind’. In his
book Acting (Re)considered: Theories and Practices he notes particularly that in
Asian cosmologies the body is not an isolatable physical entity, as described by
some Western conjecture (Zarrilli 1995a, p. 79). Despite these observations,
in Zarrilli’s writing his particular personal body is often invisible. His discourse
on CVN-kalaripayattu centres increasingly on the workings of an impersonal
generic consciousness. The intimacies, sensuality and fantastic experiences of
a non-native’s training in CVN-kalaripayattu are omitted. The definite
certitudes of rational objective science are invoked. Zarrilli’s Leib becomes
fodder made subordinate to his academic construction of an Everyperson
Körper.
Chandralekha’s practice and discourse describes the experiences of the

kalari as revelations of divinity within humanity. Her involvement with
kalaripayattu arose through the meshing of her performance, design and
activist careers into a singular project: the reconnection of Indian dance to the
fonts of native somatic culture. To further this end, Chandralekha invited male
kalaripayattu practitioners to join her ensemble of female dancers of
bharatanatyam (South Indian classical dance). She interwove elements of their
martial practice into this classicised theatrical idiom. Chandralekha positioned
her innovations as a riposte to the idealisation of women in this dominant
Indian dance form. Her explorations of women’s lives, concepts of femininity
and ideas of indigeneity interconnected corporeality, politics and spirituality.
Instructing others in CVN-kalaripayattu is the hereditary preserve of the

men of the Nair caste, Hindu and kshatriya (ruler class). In Kerala, the
discipline is commonly understood as an expression of their inherently
martial masculinity and readiness to employ disciplining authority. Through
Chandralekha’s work, and discourse about it, a re-gendering and re-affiliation
of CVN-kalaripayattu is advanced. In Chandralekha: Woman, Dance, Resistance,
Rustom Bharucha (1995, p. 253) proposes that Chandralekha perceived
femininity as a ‘sensuous and pliant energy, which animates the body within a
circular form rather than through rigid lines’. Bharucha (1995, p. 151) notes
that Chandralekha’s choreography emphasised the way in which in CVN-
kalaripayattu ‘one movement is already flowing into the next even while it is
being performed’, giving the discipline an ‘organicity’ and femininity.
Chandralekha proposed that witnessing the play of such cyclical forces in
and around one’s body offered a way towards self-integration, self-realisation
and liberation from the patriarchy pervasive in modern Indian society
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(Bharucha 1995, p. 295). She proposed that the sensuality of movement has
the capacity to ‘recharge human beings’, restoring connections between the
interiority of the self and exterior terrains (Nartanam). Investigating the word
soundarya, used by Sankaracharya in his exposition of the feminine divine,
Chandralekha came to realise that this term incorporates ‘sensuality, sexuality
and spirituality’ (Gopalakrishnan 2003). This trinity of themes became
recurrent in Chandralekha’s practice, encapsulating her free investment of
corporeality with mystical magnitude.

Chandralekha foregrounds the dissolution of logocentric sense in CVN-
kalaripayattu, and its invitation to the practitioner to surrender to sensations
that synthesise. In contrast to Zarrilli’s pandit tone (erudite scholar),
Chandralekha – in her own words and others’ accounts – speaks as a bhaktan
(immersed devotee) communicating her insights via evocative dictums.
Bharucha (1995, p. 82) describes Chandralekha’s research of Indian
movement practices as experiments on herself. He also acknowledges that
her expositions have been labelled ‘ultra subjective’ (Bharucha 1995, p. 80).
Zarrilli’s Leib recedes while he articulates a complex generic and de-gendered
Körper. Chandralekha treasures her Leib, mining its potential to reveal an
oceanic female being of which she feels we are all a part.

Chandralekha’s reflection on her engagement with CVN-kalaripayattu
enters into the collapse of scholarly distance, analytical categories and discrete
disciplines that queer critique risks and entertains. She commingled tantra,
subaltern feminism, aesthetics, pedagogy and biography. Zarrilli’s mapping of
CVN-kalaripayattu determines significant landmarks (points of orientation) in
the discipline’s complex experiential terrain. Yet Chandralekha’s words
(because and not despite of their allusive poetry) most fully communicate the
‘slipperiness’ of that terrain, and the profound impact of the existential insights
it offers. Importantly, Chandralekha’s indigenous voice resonates closely with
the hereditary discourse surrounding CVN-kalaripayattu.

Zarrilli (1998, p. 6) suggests that CVN-kalaripayattu maps a practitioner’s
body with a complex of conceptual tenets, creating a living ‘palimpsest’.
I suggest Zarrilli describes the CVN-kalaripayattu practitioner as a laminated
figure, keyed by layers of organisational premises. I take this terminology from
Erving Goffman’s (1975) elaboration of the ‘frame’ as a theoretical tool.

Figure 2Gurukkal G Sathyanarayanan and Raam Kumar in training at CVN Kalari Sangham, East
Fort, Thiruvananthapuram. Photo S Robinson.
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Goffman, drawing on the work of play theorist Gregory Bateson, postulates
that perceptual frames invest activities with significance beyond their
potentially instrumental value. Once so ‘keyed’, Goffman (1975, p. 439)
notes, activities invariably acquire additional frames and are ‘rekeyed’, each
frame exploiting the ways that those preceding have transformed the central
activity. Activities enveloped in a series of frames become laminatedwith layers
of significance.
Zarrilli (1998, p. 51) lucidly charts the multiple rekeying of kalaripayattu

through the 1930s configuration of the CVN practice by Karnaran and Nayar.
He chronicles a progression from guerrilla conflict, to ritual duel, to martial
sport, towards performance art. In addition, he explores a parallel
progression of rekeying that has deployed Kerala’s combat techniques to
develop teyyam mediumship rites, kathakali dance-drama and Indian
contemporary dance. His publications to date arrive at a place where the
exacting demands of the dangerous discipline are seen to generate layers of
consciousness. He has expanded the distinction of inner and outer aesthetic
selves to determine a series of ever more particular selves, or a widening
spectrum of self-perceptions. Zarrilli emphasises the very kind of conceptual
divisions that Chandralekha sought to dissolve through her explorations with
CVN-kalaripayattu.
Richard Schechner critiques frame analysis in his 1993 book The Future of

Ritual: Writings on Culture and Performance. He complicates Goffman’s notion of
layers of significance. Schechner (1993, p. 41) claims that the idea of frames
falsely stabilises the fluidity experienced in realms of play:

the Batesonian play frame is a rationalist attempt to stabilize and localize

playing, to contain it safely within definable borders. But if one needs a

metaphor to localize and (temporarily) stabilize playing, ‘frame’ is the wrong

one – it’s too stiff, too impermeable, too ‘on/off ’, ‘inside/outside’. ‘Net’ is

better: a porous, flexible gatherer; a three-dimensional, dynamic, flow-

through container.

Schechner’s ‘net’ might be compared to the cosmological precept
described in the Avataska Sutra via the metaphor of Indra’s Net. This text,
core to Chinese Buddhist thought, is explored by Jardine et al. (2003) in a
book chapter entitled ‘“Behind Every Jewel are Three Thousand Sweating
Horses”: Meditations on the Ontology of Mathematics and Mathematics
Education’. The authors explain:

This image of Indra’s Net invokes an ontological claim: that things are their

interdependencies with all things, and, therefore, to deeply understand anything,

we must understand it as being itself only in the midst of all its relations. (Jardine

et al. 2003, p. 43)

The net is composed of dazzling jewels, whose myriad facets reflect those of
each and every other jewel. Jardine et al. elaborate this metaphor, and the
ontology it details, through reference to the connected Zen adage ‘Behind
every jewel are three thousand sweating horses’. This linkage, they say, signals
that there is substance with consequence behind each glimmering jewel. It
states:
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[there is] something coming at us, something full of piss and blood and sweat,

something crashing, stampeding, rough, vigorous, dangerous, full of life and death

and the agonies in between, something animate that’s spotted us beyond our

spotting it, demanding attention. (Jardine et al. 2003, p. 44)

The concept of the net allows all the keyings of CVN-kalaripayattu that
Zarrilli charts to be understood as interpenetrating and interfering with
one another. The instrumental activities of the kalari are understood to be
the core of seemingly mutually exclusive but evidently simultaneously co-
present modes of experience and engagement – ritual, sport, art, healing,
theatre, and so on. Each individual’s engagement illuminates the core
activities differently. The activities are jewels whose facets refract light into
a diverse spectrum. Yet, as Jardine et al. imply, there is no loss of substance
implied by acknowledging the multifarious nature of the kalari and its
activities. Chandralekha’s queer reflections on CVN-kalaripayattu sustain
the practice’s immense substance. She does not compartmentalise the
discipline by seeking to define and delineate its workings. Rather, she invites
a bleeding and fusion of modes of perception. Her fluid vision is poetic but
it does not seek to create abstractions. Her oceanic description of the
practice retains the weight of what it describes. Hers is a nativist, feminist
and spiritualised focus on sensuality. In it she honours the ‘piss and blood
and sweat’ of the discipline. It is through the matter of such fluids that
CVN-kalariapyattu ensures participants full engagement with the passing
instant. From there on, the less measurable qualities of experience come to
flow.

I find in CVN-kalaripayattu a profoundly queer synthesis. The tantra of
kalaripayattu seeks the bi-unity of body and mind, feminine and masculine,
lunar and solar. In her 2004 essay ‘The Tale of Alli’, Indian philosopher
Kanchana Natarajan interrogates these polarities that are recurrent and
dominant in Hindu metaphysics by examining an unusual Tamil narrative
about Alli, a female warrior. Natarajan summarises the dualism of
dominant Samkhyan philosophy as constructing two independent realities;
prakriti (feminine matter) and purusha (masculine consciousness). She notes
that prakriti is symbolised as the seductive dynamic dancer stimulating
desire in the contemplative and self-possessed purusha: ‘She is fecund but
anarchic, requiring control and order by the masculine principle’

Figure 3 Raam Kumar in training at CVN Kalari Sangham, East Fort, Thiruvananthapuram.
Photo Saran Nair.
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(Natarajan 2003, p. 5). In ‘The Tale of Alli’, however, a woman becomes a
ruling warrior; prakriti rules over purusha. Similarly, CVN-kalaripayattu
disturbs and inverts the gendered divisions and distinctions of prakriti and
purusha. Natarajan finds in ‘The Tale of Alli’ a feminist revolt, but I see in
the martial art a queer synthesis. I suggest the composite of values and
perspectives emergent in the kalari is misrepresented if seen as being
hermaphroditic like Ardhanisvara, the divine masculine Lord who subsumes
into himself his attendant feminine consort. In kalaripayattu there is an ever
even doubling of experience, a vibrant fusion of introspection and action,
symbolised best in the kalari’s presiding deity of Siva-Sakti, the equal pairing
of cosmic forces.
Haraway (1988) suggests that declaring one’s partial perspective enriches

the value of the knowledge one creates, for so positioned it gains a
transparency that claims of an omniscient and neutral objectivity frustrate.
She cautions, however, that though the mechanisms of bias, posturing and
appropriation can be declared, they cannot be avoided. Situating knowledge
is a progressive project, contributing directly to a feminist ontology and
making space for other marginalised ontologies. Haraway notes, however,
the false hope (or vain desire) that scholars’ alliances with such
perspectives can eradicate privilege from their academic stance. Mindful
of Haraway’s cautions, I propose that attending to the female, poetic and
sensual voice of Chandralekha offers understandings of CVN-kalaripayattu
currently omitted from dominant scholarly discourse about, through and
around that discipline.
In her essay ‘A Million Shaktis Rising: Pongala, a Women’s Festival in

Kerala, India’, Dianne Jennet (2005) cites Vasudha Narayanan’s (2000)
petition that women’s voices be admitted to conversations about Hindu
culture. Without this shift, Narayanan states, ‘portrayals of Hinduism will
remain the depiction of a high-caste, male-oriented, textual religion, an “ism”
in the best of post-Enlightenment traditions’ (cited in Jennet 2005, p. 36).
Jennet’s essay examines pongal (a Kerala festival in worship of prakriti) in
Thiruvananthapuram. Hundreds of thousands of women, of all creeds and
castes, gather annually to convert the entire city into an open-air kitchen,
cooking sweet rice. For one day all the city’s activities are suspended,
including training at the East Fort kalari. The quiet presence of the invisible
goddess who watches over my martial practice becomes amplified.
Thiruvananthapuram always reverberates with the erratic tattoos of
explosions detonated at Attukal Temple in worship of the goddess. I could
hear these booms while training in the East Fort kalari. They resonate in me
now, embedded in my Leib. My experiences of Sakti and readings on tantra
ask me to challenge the omission of Prakriti and the elevation of Purusha to
which the academy’s discussion of CVN-kalaripayattu currently inclines.
Moreover, I invite us to consider how such a focus on ideas may skew the
research of practice in all our enclaves.
I am challenging the discrimination of Leib and Körper that can be read in

Zarrilli’s work. Scholarship scrutinising such a division, however, tells me to
resist the glib temptation to devalue his intellectual discourse to Körper and
position Chandralekha’s Leib as a true revelation of embodiment. Feminist
philosopher Lauren Bialystok (2006, p. 56) suggests ‘the biomechanical model
of the body aligns with the term Körper, and the phenomenological model with
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the term Leib’. In the theatre, the performer’s body is a part of the overall
scenographic vision and the instrument of an authorial agent. Useful discourse
about theatre performance must, therefore, seek to synthesise biomechanical
and phenomenological discourse. P.N. Hema’s doctoral dissertation, which
pursues such a union, glosses Leib as ‘the lived-body or subject-body which
experiences the world’ (Hema 2012, p. 110). Though training experiences are
centred in the subject-body, performance is about display: the object-body is
its vital vehicle. Philosopher Taylor Carman (1999, p. 210) makes clear that
distinguishing Leib and Körper furthers a conceptual dualism. To preference the
former over the latter would do so exceedingly. Hans-Peter Krüger (2010,
p. 263) refines the two terms, preferring to speak of Leiblichkeit (lived
bodiliness) and Körperlichkeit (corporality). The first, he says, is experienced
through our direct and immediate attuning to our environment; the second,
however, is discovered only via the mediation and ‘detours’ of laboratory
experiments (Krüger 2010, p. 261). Krüger (2010, p. 264) suggests ‘living’
one’s body and ‘having’ one’s body are modes of being to be integrated. Giving
primacy to either can only result in ‘a dualistic either/or alternative’ (Krüger
2010, p. 271). What is more, he proposes, ‘Being a person is the irreplaceable
answer to the question of how the tension between the physical body and the
lived body can always be resolved anew, here and now and in the future’
(Krüger 2010, p. 272). Alia Al-Saji (2010, pp. 23–24) describes personhood as
a state of Leibkörper, using this term to describe how our bodies are ‘both
material and lived, both subject and object’. This seems a true evocation of the
performer’s situation, and the performer’s special kind of knowing.

To end, I return to my own training history, in which the gendering of
experiential modes discussed here has played out in very literal ways.
I discovered CVN-kalaripayattu through my immersion in bharatanatyam.
Its world is dominated by women and is born of female temple dancers’
adoration of a divine masculinity: prakriti adoring purusha. I lived in a liberal
Western social milieu, where my dancing of bharatanatyam was seen
(un-problematically) as intrinsically indicative of my effeminate homosexuality.
In the kalari, I entered a homosocial male world and a culture of near-
nakedness, intense corporeality and intense bodily exchanges. It was at one
and the same time evacuated of any sexual or social connotations, whilst
simultaneously subsuming and satiating all such currents. I entered a world
where Purushawas apparently paramount to the external observer, but to the
practitioner all was Prakriti: Leib surpassed Körper. My experience makes me
happy to take up Al-Saji’s term and its ordering of selfhood. I situate my
training in a bi-unified state of Leibkörper.

A queer stance demands a researcher acknowledge the mutability of all
constructs, including his or her self. The queer scholar enjoys a shifting and
unstable relationship with the shifting and unstable definitions that order our
identities, our knowledges and our societies. Addressing this hyper-mutability,
Hammer and Brown (2004) acknowledge that a queer stance jeopardises the
linearity ordinarily central to a research paradigm; theory, research and
experience become conflated. It may be that the inseparable conglomeration
of CVN-kalaripayattu is further compacted by a queer analysis. If, however,
such a project can help the discipline retain the intimacy, sensuality and
ecstasy of blood, sweat and tears, I am confident that research in performance
practice will be richer.
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