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1:35  
Welcome and introduction, Anna Morcom (Royal Holloway, University of 
London) 

 

Panel 1: Chair, Richard Widdess (SOAS) 

 

1:45  
Katherine Butler Brown (King's College London), “What’s in a name? The 

vagaries of Mughal classifications of performing artists.” 

 

2:15  
Margaret Walker (Queen's University, Ontario), “Innovated identities: in 

search of the ‘Kathaks’.” 

 

2:45  
Anna Morcom (RHUL), “The transgender dimension of female erotic dance in 

India.” 

 

3:15  
Coffee 

 

Panel 2: Chair, Anna Morcom (RHUL) 

 

3:45  
Jaime Jones (University College Dublin), “Remaking the sacred: syncretism, 

genre and status in Vākarī performance.” 

 

4:15  
Stefan Fiol (Eastman School), “Exploring divergent pathways for social mobility through the music industry for Bagji, Baddi, and Jagariya performers in the Uttarakhand Himalayas.” 

 

4:45  
Carol Babiracki (Syracuse University), “‘Traditional’ musicians in Jharkhand 

and the limits of boundless opportunity.” 

 

Discussion: Chair, Katherine Butler Brown (KCL) 

 

5:15  Response, Richard Widdess (SOAS), and Discussion 

 

6:15  Closing remarks, Katherine Butler Brown 

Katherine Butler Brown (King's College, University of London)

“What's in a name? The vagaries of Mughal classifications of performing 

artists.”

One of the central historiographical debates in studies of the transition to 

British colonial rule in the subcontinent has concerned caste, and the extent to 

which it has always constituted the defining superstructure of Indian society. 

On the one hand, historians of colonial discourse have argued that the British 

virtually invented caste as a hierarchical set of impermeable social categories 

in the nineteenth century, in their attempts to gather knowledge of India in 

order to rule it, particularly through official censuses. On the other, 

historians of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries have pointed out that 

both Mughal and Rajput rulers used many of the same social categories as the 

British to differentiate the populations they ruled, usually for tax purposes; 

and that indigenous scribes and collectors often formed the ground troops of 

British knowledge collecting activities. In relation to performing artists, from 

at least 1593 the Mughals did indeed recognise fine differences between 

communities of musicians, dancers and actors, and categorised them accordingly. 

This loose paper will look at Mughal and British classifications of communities 

of male and female musicians, dancers and actors, and suggest that, while their 

classificatory system was more accurate and nuanced than the British censuses, 

the Mughals nonetheless frequently conflated apparently different groups, 

particularly of male dancer-actors. This raises questions about the extent to 

which Mughal categories were social or occupational, or a mixture of both, and 

hence the extent to which vagueness about the boundaries of community status 

indicates possibilities for social mobility.

Margaret Walker (Queen’s University, Ontario)

“Innovated identities: in search of the ‘Kathaks’.”

Kathak, the “classical” dance of North India is described in histories of North 

Indian dance as having originated in Vedic times when story-tellers called 

“Kathakas” wandered the countryside reciting Hindu epics and mythological tales 

and illustrated them with dramatic gestures. Today’s dance is said to have 

evolved from these devotional beginnings and the hereditary dance families who 

use the name “Kathak” and claim ownership of the dance are understood to have 

descended from the priestly Kathakas. My research into the history of kathak 

finds little to support this version. After scattered references to “kathakas” 

in Sanskrit documents, there is a curious gap until performers identified as 

Kathaks appear in nineteenth-century censuses, travel writings, and Urdu 

treatises. They are most visible in the British census reports, where they are 

documented as singing and dancing masters or accompanists to courtesans, but 

they are also in travel writings (as dancing boys, or men dressed as women), and 

in two Urdu treatises, where they are masters of dance and expressive acting, 

but also play tabla, sarangi, and sing. Through an in-depth examination of these 

sources, I argue that the present Kathak caste of musicians and dancers 

separated from an existing group of hereditary performing artists sometime in 

the late 1700s. Adopting a new name, “Kathak”, as a designation first for their 

occupation and eventually for their caste they gradually raised their status by 

assuming higher ritual behaviours and eventually identifying themselves as 

Brahmins. My work demonstrates that caste and status are not only adaptable, but 

seem actively used by performers themselves to create new identities.

Anna Morcom (RHUL) 

“The transgender dimension of female erotic dance in India.”

Before modern reforms, no married or marriageable woman could perform 

professionally in public or in front of men. Hence females who performed in 

front of men were of the courtesan type, belonging to matrilineal communities 

that existed outside of marriage. However, another group of erotic female 

performers in South Asia have also existed ­ transgenders or effeminate men who 

are known as kothis in North India. Such performers are pan-South Asian, and 

constitute what can be described as a whole sector of Indian performing arts. In 

this paper, I examine how the status, gender, sexuality and eroticism of kothis 

compare with female erotic performers, and with other transgender performers in 

India, the hijras. I then look more closely at the social organisation of kothi 

performers, and the cultural and social space they occupy in India. Finally I 

address how radical changes in social class in India following industrialisation 

and liberalisation is affecting the social and cultural space of kothi 

performers and their identity and status as performers.

Jaime Jones (University College Dublin)

“Remaking the sacred: syncretism, genre and status in V&#257;rkar&#299; performance.”

The division of Indian arts, problematically dichotomized by Milton Singer  as 

'great' and 'little', complicates yet continues to influence definitions  of 

musical genre in India. In Maharashtra, the saint-songs of the V&#257;rkar&#299;s  (a 

local devotional Hindu sect) have comprised an important vernacular canon  since 

the 13th century. For the huge number of historically non-literate,  lower 

castes of the countryside, these Marathi songs slowly became the  central texts 

of a performance literature. The V&#257;rkar&#299; canon is preserved  today within 

families of devotees, most carefully through the pakhawaj  players who accompany 

performance, and who learn a variety of  improvisational styles from a handful 

of established gurus. For some  Maharashtrians, 'little' tradition becomes 

central, guarded and retained  through years of study.

 In this presentation I focus on the role of the individual music-maker in  the 

construction of generic divisions of musical status. In so doing, I examine the 

ways in which stylistic markers allow these musicians to  innovate, reify, 

and/or contest their own status as devotees. For the  individual performer, 

genre boundaries are not definitive; rather they  encompass a field of play upon 

which the negotiation of style, form, and  even the practicalities of a musical 

career may take place.

Stefan Fiol (Eastman School)

“Exploring divergent pathways for social mobility through the music industry for 

Bagji, Baddi, and Jagariya performers in the Uttarakhand Himalayas.”

How have vernacular language music industries in South Asia shaped trajectories 

of social mobility for Dalit musicians?  By attending to the experiences of 

musicians from three hereditary caste communities in the Garhwal Himalayas – 

Baddi, Bajgi, and Jagariya – and by interrogating the body politics of a number 

of mass-mediated representations, this paper critiques the idea that new media 

and vernacular markets have had a democratizing influence on musical practice.  

Instead, it demonstrates that entrenched and widely-shared conceptions about 

caste-based status, function, musical style, and mobility continue to influence 

who is allowed to participate in regional studio recordings, and how they are 

ultimately represented on video and cassette albums.Abstracts

