The Kathakali Man

Arundhati Roy, from The God of Small Things
'It didn't matter that the story had begun, because kathakali discovered long ago that the secret of the Great Stories is that they have no secrets. The Great Stories are the ones you have heard and want to hear again.  The ones you can enter anywhere and inhabit comfortably.  They don't deceive you with thrills and trick endings.  They don't surprise you with the unforeseen..  They are as familiar as the house you live in. Or the smell of your lover's skin.  You know how they end yet you listen as though you don't.  In the way that you know that one day you will die, you live as though you won't.  In the Great Stories you know who lives, who dies, who finds love, who doesn't.  And yet you want to know again.

That is their mystery and their magic.

To the Kathakali Man these stories are his children and his childhood.  He has grown up with them. They are the house he was raised in, the meadow he played in.  They are his windows and his way of seeing. So when he tells a story, he handles it as he would a child of his own.  He teases it.  He punishes it.  He sends it up like a bubble.  He wrestles it to the ground and lets it go again.  He laughs at it because he loves it.  He can fly you across whole worlds in minutes, he can stop for hours to examine a wilting leaf. Or play with a sleeping monkey's tail.  He can turn effortlessly from the carnage of war into the felicity of a woman washing her hair in a mountain stream.  From the crafty ebullience of a rakshasa with a new idea into a gossipy Malayali with a scandal to spread.  From the sensuousness of a woman with a baby at her breast into the seductive mischief of Krishna's smile.  He can reveal the nugget of sorrow that happiness contains.  The hidden fish of shame in a sea of glory.

He tells stories of the gods, but his yarn is spun from the ungodly, human heart.

The Kathakali Man is the most beautiful of men.  Because his body is his soul. His only instrument.  From the age of three it had been planed and polished, pared down, harnessed solely to the task of story-telling. He has magic in him, this man within the painted mask and swirling skirts.

But these days he has become unviable.  Unfeasible.  Condemned goods. His children deride him. They long to be everything that he is not.  He has watched them grow up to be clerks and bus conductors. Class IV non-gazetted officers.  With unions of their own.

But he himself, left dangling somewhere between heaven and earth, cannot do what they do.  He cannot slide down the aisles of buses, counting change and selling tickets.  He cannot answer bells that summon him. He cannot stoop behind trays of tea and Marie biscuits.

In despair he turns to tourism. He enters the market.  He hawks the only thing he owns. The stories that his body can tell.

He becomes a Regional Flavour.

In the Heart of Darkness they mock him with their lolling nakedness and their imported attention spans.  He checks his rage and dances for them.  He collects his fee. He gets drunk. Or smokes a joint. Good Kerala grass. It makes him laugh.  Then he stops by the Ayemenem Temple, he and the others with him, and they dance to ask pardon of the gods.'
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