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Abstract

Tallapaka Annamacharya (1408—1503), the earliest known vaggeyakara of Telugu literature, composed approximately
32,000 sankeertanas in praise of Lord Venkateswara of Tirumala Tirupati — works preserved on copper plates and
recovered in the 20th century. Their incorporation into the Kuchipudi dance repertoire, systematically developed through
the 20th century by visionary gurus and scholars, has added a distinctive dimension of devotional expressiveness to the
classical form. This paper presents a systematic study of the choreographic structure and abhinaya techniques employed in
Kuchipudi interpretations of Annamacharya sankeertanas, examining three primary aspects: the structural features of the
sankeertana form and their choreographic implications; the dual register of adhyatma (philosophical) and shringara
(devotional-romantic) compositions and the different abhinaya modes they demand; and the specific innovations in
situational construction, instrumental choreography, and nayika typology developed by the Vempati Chinna Satyam lineage
in the Kuchipudi Art Academy tradition. The study draws on practitioner documentation, published scholarly works, and
performance analyses to argue that Annamacharya's sankeertanas have enriched Kuchipudi not merely by expanding its
repertoire but by establishing a distinctive choreographic register — the devotional-sweeya mode — that gives the form
one of its most spiritually resonant expressive vocabularies.
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Introduction

Tallapaka Annamacharya (9 May 1408 — 23 February 1503), venerated as the "Pada Kavitha Pitamaha" (grandfather of
Telugu lyrical poetry) and as the first known vaggeyakara (poet-composer) of Telugu literature,! composed an estimated
32,000 sankeertanas — devotional songs in praise of Lord Venkateswara of Tirumala Tirupati. Of these, approximately
12,000 survive today, recovered from copper plate inscriptions hidden for four centuries within the Sankeertana Bhandaram
of the Tirumala temple. These compositions, classified broadly into adhyatma (philosophical-spiritual) and shringara
(devotional-romantic) categories, represent one of the richest bodies of devotional poetry in any Indian language.

The incorporation of Annamacharya's sankeertanas into the Kuchipudi dance repertoire — accelerated by the TTD
Annamacharya Project's systematic recovery and musical setting of these compositions in the 20th century, and by the
choreographic innovations of Padmabhushan Dr. Vempati Chinna Satyam (1929-2012) at the Kuchipudi Art Academy,
Chennai — has added a significant and distinctive dimension to the classical form. Unlike the padams of Kshetrayya (which
demand the most intense sattvikabhinaya of yearning separation) or the dramatic compositions of Siddhendra Yogi (which
require vachika abhinaya), Annamacharya's sankeertanas call for a specific choreographic mode combining devotional
surrender, situational construction, and philosophical narration that has no precise parallel elsewhere in the Kuchipudi
repertoire.

!Annamacharya (9 May 1408 to 23 February 1503), the Pada Kavitha Pitamaha, is the first known vaggeyakara of Telugu
literature. His son Pedda Tirumalacharya inscribed his works on copper plates in the Sankeertana Bhandaram of the
Tirumala temple. [1]
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Despite the centrality of Annamacharya's compositions to the contemporary Kuchipudi performance tradition, a systematic
analytical study of their specific choreographic structure and abhinaya techniques — as distinct from other vaggeyakara
traditions in the Kuchipudi canon — has not yet been published. This paper addresses that lacuna. It proceeds through a
structural analysis of the sankeertana form; an examination of the adhyatma and shringara registers and their respective
abhinaya demands; a focused study of key choreographic innovations in the Vempati lineage; and a synthesis of the
distinctive choreographic register that Annamacharya's works have established within Kuchipudi.

Annamacharya and His Sankeertanas: Historical and Musical Context

The Vaggeyakara of Tirumala

Born in Tallapaka village in the Kadapa district of present-day Andhra Pradesh, Annamacharya composed exclusively in
devotion to Lord Venkateswara, identifying his compositions as seva (divine service) rather than artistic production. He
authored a musical treatise, "Sankirtana Lakshanamu," believed to be the first systematic grammar of the sankeertana
compositional form in Telugu. His compositions were set to Carnatic ragas (including both established and now-rare ragas)
and Carnatic talas, making them sophisticated musical works rather than simple devotional songs. Musicologists and cultural
scholars regard his kirtanas — classified into adhyatma (spiritual) and shringara (romantic) genres — as foundational
influences on later Carnatic devotional and lyrical traditions [14].

The sankeertana format that Annamacharya perfected — comprising a pallavi (refrain, usually 2 lines), occasional
anupallavi (secondary refrain), and charanam (verses, typically three with 4 lines each, set to the same metrical and musical
pattern) — became the template for the kriti form of the Carnatic Trinity (Tyagaraja, Dikshitar, Syama Sastri) in the 18th—
19th centuries.? A study of Annamacharya’s compositions demonstrates that the Sankirtana format had already attained a
clear, systematic structure as early as the 15th century [16].

Recovery and Musical Revival

The copper plates inscribed with Annamacharya's compositions were lost to public knowledge for approximately four
centuries, rediscovered in the early 20th century and systematically transcribed and published from the 1940s onwards. The
establishment of the TTD Annamacharya Project in the 1970s was instrumental in setting thousands of these compositions
to tune and making them available for concert and dance performance.’ Musician Garimella Balakrishna Prasad (Sangeet
Natak Akademi Award, 2020) composed tunes for nearly 1,000 Annamacharya sankeertanas. Popular compositions such as
"Brahmamokate Para Brahmam Okate," "Jevaadi Mettinadi," "Meluko Sringararaya," "Vinaro Bhagyamu Vishnukatha,"
and "Emmani Pogadudura" entered both the Carnatic concert repertoire and, subsequently, the Kuchipudi dance repertoire
[14][15].

Structural Features of the Sankeertana and Their Choreographic Implications

The Pallavi-Anupallavi-Charanam Architecture

The structural architecture of the Annamacharya sankeertana has direct and consequential implications for choreographic
design in Kuchipudi. The pallavi — the refrain or opening statement — establishes the primary emotional or philosophical
proposition of the composition and is repeated after each charanam (verse). In Kuchipudi choreography, the pallavi
repetitions provide the choreographer with a structural opportunity: each return to the pallavi can either repeat the same
abhinaya (reinforcing the primary emotional state) or offer a different sanchari (improvised elaboration) that explores a

’The pallavi-anupallavi-charanam structure Annamacharya established became the template for the kriti form of the Carnatic
Trinity. His Sankirtana Lakshanamu is the first systematic grammar of Carnatic compositional form. [6]

3The TTD Annamacharya Project (1970s) recovered and set to music thousands of lost sankeertanas. Garimella Balakrishna
Prasad (SNA Award 2020) composed tunes for nearly 1,000 compositions, making them available to performers and
choreographers. [9][15]
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new facet of the same core emotion from a different angle. The most sophisticated Kuchipudi choreographers exploit this
structural repetition — using each pallavi return as an emotional deepening rather than a mere recapitulation.

The charanams of Annamacharya typically introduce new images, situations, and emotional nuances while remaining
unified by the pallavi's central proposition. Each charanam provides the choreographer with distinct choreographic material:
in a shringara composition, the three charanams might describe different aspects of the nayika's devotion (her adornment,
her waiting, her longing); in an adhyatma composition, they might enumerate different social types or cosmic phenomena
that demonstrate a philosophical point. The skilled Kuchipudi choreographer treats each charanam as a distinct
choreographic unit with its own emotional arc, while ensuring continuity across the composition as a whole.

Tala Structure and Nritta Integration

Annamacharya's sankeertanas employ a variety of Carnatic talas — Adi, Rupaka, Misra Chapu, Khanda Chapu, and others
— each of which generates different rhythmic energy and shapes the possible nritta integration in Kuchipudi choreography.
Compositions in Adi tala (8 beats) provide the broadest rhythmic canvas, permitting complex jati patterns between abhinaya
sections. Compositions in Rupaka tala (6 beats, in the ratio 3+3) tend toward a more lyrical, flowing quality that shapes the
arm movements and weight shifts of the choreography. Compositions in Misra Chapu (7 beats, 3+2+2) create an asymmetric
forward momentum that the Kuchipudi choreographer can exploit for dynamic transitions.

In her study of the Renaissance of Kuchipudi, Dr. Rama Devi documents that kirtanas of major vaggeyakaras including
Annamayya, Tyagaraja, Muthuswami Deekshithulu, and Munipalle Subrahmanya Kavi were thoroughly integrated into the
Kuchipudi solo repertoire, performed in either Bhajana Sampradaya or Utsava Sampradaya modes and frequently
interspersed with rhythmic nritta passages such as jatis and konugolu [7].* This practice of interspersing rhythmic nritta
passages (jatis and konugolu) within the abhinaya of a sankeertana is a distinctive choreographic technique of the Kuchipudi
tradition that differs from the Bharatanatyam approach and reflects the form's inheritance from its Yakshagana dance-drama
tradition.

Dual Rasa Register: Adhyatma and Shringara Compositions

The Adhyatma Sankeertana and Shanta-Bhakti Abhinaya

Annamacharya's adhyatma sankeertanas — philosophical compositions exploring Vedantic themes of non-duality, divine
omnipresence, and the equality of all beings in the sight of the divine — generate a rasa register that is unusual in the
Kuchipudi choreographic tradition: Shanta rasa (tranquillity/equanimity), combined with Bhakti rasa (devotion). The most
celebrated of these is "Brahmamokate Para Brahmam Okate" (set in Bowli raga, Adi tala), which establishes the Vedantic
thesis "the Brahman is one, the Para Brahman is the same" and demonstrates it through a series of contrasting social types
(king and servant, high-caste and outcast) who share the same divine essence.’

The choreographic structure for an adhyatma sankeertana in Kuchipudi requires a specific form of narrative abhinaya —
the systematic portrayal of a series of distinct characters, situations, or phenomena, each demonstrating the same
philosophical point. This mode of abhinaya is different from the sustained emotional dwelling of Kshetrayya's vipralambha
shringara or the dramatic arc of Siddhendra Yogi's Bhama Kalapam. It is closer to what the Natya Shastra calls sattvadharmi
— the stylized, representational embodiment of types rather than individuals. The dancer portraying “Brahmamokate” must
credibly inhabit a king, then a servant, then a Brahmin, then a chandala — rapidly switching registers of body posture,
movement quality, and facial expression — while maintaining the underlying philosophical equanimity of the Shanta rasa
throughout. As one contemporary performance review documents, the choreography guided the dancer through each social

“Bhajana Sampradaya mode uses simpler devotional singing; Utsava Sampradaya uses elaborate festival-context treatment.
In Kuchipudi, these modes generate internally focused versus celebratory choreographic qualities respectively. [7][8]
SAdvaita Vedanta holds atman and Brahman are identical. Brahmamokate demonstrates through imagery of social classes
and creatures that all distinctions dissolve in the divine unity of Venkateswara. [13]
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type — kings, servants, priests, chandalas — to demonstrate the impartiality of divine essence, culminating in the message
of surrender to Lord Venkateshwara [12].

The Shringara Sankeertana and Sweeya Nayika Abhinaya

Annamacharya's shringara sankeertanas constitute a choreographically rich and technically demanding corpus. Unlike
Kshetrayya's padams — which operate in the parakeeya shringara register of the adulterous, yearning nayika —
Annamacharya's shringara compositions predominantly portray sweeya shringara: the devoted wife-consort who surrenders
completely to her Lord-husband.® The primary sweeya nayika in Annamacharya's shringara compositions is Goddess
Alamelumanga (the divine consort of Lord Venkateswara), whose loving devotion to the Lord is the central emotional
subject. The quality of this devotion — complete surrender, patient waiting, the joy of adornment in anticipation of union,
the delight of divine proximity — generates a choreographic register of openness, radiance, and spiritual fullness that is the
opposite of Kshetrayya's contracted, yearning Vipralambha body quality.

Scholar-practitioner Dr. Anupama Kylash, author of The Nayikas of Annamacharya: An Interpretation for Dance and
practitioner of both Kuchipudi and Vilasini Natyam, describes the layered complexity of Annamacharya’s shringara
compositions: the nayika’s recollection of physical union (Sambhoga Shringara) gives way to longing in separation, while
the minute details of her suffering simultaneously encode the inner journey of the spiritual seeker or yogi [11]. This
observation is significant: in Annamacharya, even the vipralambha moments of the shringara sankeertanas carry a
metaphysical dimension (the lover's suffering as the yogi's tapas) that requires the Kuchipudi dancer to maintain dual
awareness — of the external emotional situation and its internal spiritual significance.

This dual awareness — the simultaneous performance of devotional-romantic longing and philosophical self-knowledge —
is perhaps the most intellectually and technically demanding feature of Annamacharya abhinaya in Kuchipudi. The [JCRT
paper on Rasa Prakaranam in Kuchipudi dance identifies the shringara sankeertana of Annamacharya as a context where
Shringara rasa is portrayed with notable "subtle" quality [5]: not the raw, desperate vipralambha of Kshetrayya but a more
refined, spiritually self-aware form of devotional longing in which the nayika's suffering is itself a form of surrender.

Choreographic Innovations in the Vempati Kuchipudi Art Academy Tradition

Situational Construction: The Jevaadi Method

The most documented choreographic innovation in the Kuchipudi treatment of Annamacharya sankeertanas is the technique
of situational construction — the creation of a dramatic scenario that precedes and contextualizes the composition, even
when Annamacharya's text does not describe this situation explicitly. This method is most precisely documented through
the choreography of "Jevaadi Mettinadi" (She who has anointed herself with the Jevaadi fragrance), transmitted through
the practitioner documentation of Kuchipudi Vaibhavam by Vempati Ravi Shankar, son and successor of Padmabhushan
Dr. Vempati Chinna Satyam.

The sankeertana "Jevaadi Mettinadi" describes Goddess Alamelumanga as having adorned herself with the jevaadi flower
and dedicated her beauty, youth, and everything to Lord Venkateswara. The text states the completed state of adornment
and surrender, but does not narrate the process. Dr. Vempati Chinna Satyam's choreographic innovation was to ask: "Why
did she put on the jevaadi?" This question generates the entire dramatic arc of the piece. As Vempati Ravi Shankar explains,
the choreographic logic centres on the nayika’s preparations for the Lord: she adorns herself and waits, grows anxious at
his absence, and only realises she has not yet applied the jevaadi fragrance — the “moment that she sprinkles herself with
the jevaadi fragrance, the song starts” [2].

°The sweeya nayika is the devoted wife-consort surrendering to her husband-lord. The parakeeya nayika is the married
woman seeking love outside marriage, metaphorically representing the soul passionate for the divine beyond social
convention. [3][4]

113



IntERNATIONAL JOoURNAL oF MuLtiDiscipLiNnarY EpucaTtionar ReEsearcH
IO~ 1ssN:2277-7881(Print); tweac Factor:10.16(2026); 1C Vawe:5.16; IsI Vawe:2.286

Peer-Peer Reviewed, Refereed & Open Access International Journal - As per UGC Norms
(Fulfilled Suggests Parameters of UGC by IJMER)

Cover Page 0[-10 Volume:15, Issue:6(2), June 2026
Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A
E Article Received: Reviewed: Accepted

Publisher: Sucharitha Publication, India
Online Copy of Article Publication Available: www.ijmer.in

This situational construction transforms Annamacharya’s lyrical description into a Kuchipudi dramatic sequence with a
beginning (the nayika’s incomplete adornment), a complication (the Lord does not come), and a resolution (the discovery
and application of the jevaadi fragrance that triggers the composition). Vempati Ravi Shankar articulates the underlying
choreographic principle: the pre-compositional scenario must be invented by the choreographer precisely where the text is
silent — and it is this act of situational invention that opens the space for the dramatic elements that distinguish Kuchipudi
from other classical forms [2]. This technique draws on Kuchipudi’s inheritance from the Bhama Kalapam dance-drama
tradition, in which establishing dramatic context before sung performance is a structural norm.

Instrumental Architecture: Veena and Flute as Choreographic Devices

A second major innovation in the Kuchipudi treatment of Annamacharya is the use of specific instruments to structure
different dramatic phases of the piece. In the "Jevaadi Mettinadi" choreography: the veena accompanies the nayika's initial
entry onto the stage (its deep, contemplative timbre evoking the gravity and devotional weight of the sweeya nayika's
approach); the flute accompanies the moment she begins her adornment (the flute's lyrical, sensuous quality evoking
beautification and anticipation). This dual-instrument architecture — the deep resonance of the veena for the entry giving
way to the more lyrical flute as adornment begins — is attributed specifically to Dr. Vempati Chinna Satyam’s
choreographic design for this piece [2].

This use of instrumental timbre as a choreographic structural device extends the choreographer's authority from the domain
of movement into the domain of music — treating the sonic environment of the piece as an active element of the dramatic
narrative rather than mere background accompaniment. It is a technique that requires the choreographer to possess not only
dance knowledge but deep musical sensitivity — an integration that is characteristic of the highest level of the Kuchipudi
choreographic tradition and specifically of Dr. Vempati Chinna Satyam's holistic vision of dance as a total performative art.

Bhava Homework: The Theological-Literary Preparation Method

A third choreographic principle documented in the Vempati tradition's treatment of Annamacharya sankeertanas is what
may be called the "bhava homework" methodology: the requirement that the choreographer engage in deep literary,
theological, and musical research on the composition before making any choreographic decisions. As Vempati Ravi Shankar
articulates, thorough preparation is indispensable for any abhinaya piece: every abhinaya piece demands that the
choreographer first undertake the scholarly and philosophical preparation necessary to grasp the full meaning of the
composition before any movement decisions are taken [2]. This principle reflects Annamacharya's specific compositional
nature: his sankeertanas often contain encoded meanings at multiple levels (the surface narrative of devotional love, and the
deeper metaphysical significance of devotee-Lord relationship) that the choreographer must understand before attempting
to embody them.

For adhyatma sankeertanas specifically, the "bhava homework" requires the choreographer to engage with Vedantic
philosophy — to understand the specific argument Annamacharya is making about the nature of Brahman, the equality of
all beings, or the nature of divine grace — before designing the sanchari sequences that will demonstrate these ideas in
movement. This philosophical engagement is unusual in the choreographic traditions of Indian classical dance and reflects
the unusually high intellectual demands of Annamacharya's compositions. The result is a choreographic register that
demands from the dancer not only technical mastery and emotional sensitivity but also philosophical literacy — a rare
combination that the Kuchipudi tradition, at its best, has consistently produced.

Comparative Analysis: Key Choreographic Parameters

Table 1 provides a systematic comparison of the key choreographic parameters for adhyatma and shringara Annamacharya
sankeertanas in the Kuchipudi tradition, drawing on the analysis in the preceding sections.

114



InTERNATIONAL JJOURNAL oF MuLTIDISCIPLINARY EEDUCATIONAL RESEARCH
ISSN:2277-7881(Print); Impact Factor :10.16(2026); IC Vawue:5.16; ISI VaLe:2.286

Peer-Peer Reviewed, Refereed & Open Access International Journal - As per UGC Norms
(Fulfilled Suggests Parameters of UGC by IJMER)

sl
I
-3 & B 7881
Volume:15, Issue:6(2), June 2026
Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A
E Article Received: Reviewed: Accepted
Publisher: Sucharitha Publication, India
Online Copy of Article Publication Available: www.ijmer.in

Table 1: Choreographic Parameters for Annamacharya Sankeertanas in Kuchipudi

Parameter

Adhyatma Sankeertana

Shringara Sankeertana

Primary Rasa

Shanta + Bhakti

Sambhoga Shringara (sweeya) /
with Vipralambha dimensions

Nayika / Persona Universal devotee / Philosophical Sweeya Nayika (Alamelumanga) —
seeker devoted consort-devotee

Abhinaya Mode Angika (narrative character Sattvika + Angika (devotional
portrayal) + philosophical sanchari surrender quality)

Rasa Quality Equanimity, universality, Devotional radiance, patient
philosophical wonder waiting, spiritual fullness

Situational Narrative enumeration (social types | Dramatic prologue creating pre-

Construction / cosmic phenomena) compositional scenario

Pallavi Use Universal refrain anchoring Refrain deepening through

philosophical argument

successive sanchari on return

Charanam Structure

Different exemplars of same
philosophical point

Different facets of nayika's
devotional state

Tala Integration

Jatis mark transitions between
philosophical examples

Jatis mark transitions between
emotional phases of

adornment/waiting
Instrumental Uniform orchestral support Differentiated by phase (veena for
Architecture entry, flute for adornment)
Body Quality Open, expansive, equanimous Radiant, devotionally full;

surrendered softness

Key Representative
Compositions

Brahmamokate Para Brahmam
Okate (Bowli/Adi)

Jevaadi Mettinadi; Meluko
Sringararaya
(Malayamarutam/Rupaka)
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Annamacharya's Contributions to Kuchipudi's Expressive Range

The Sweeya Register as Counterpoint to Parakeeya Dominance

One of Annamacharya's most significant contributions to Kuchipudi's choreographic landscape is the establishment —
through the sweeya shringara of his compositions — of a major expressive mode that counterbalances the tradition's strong
parakeeya shringara inheritance from Kshetrayya. Where Kshetrayya's padams require contracted, yearning, anguished
Vipralambha — the parakeeya nayika's body bearing the weight of forbidden desire — Annamacharya's shringara
sankeertanas require an open, radiant, surrendered quality: the sweeya nayika's body as the vessel of completed devotion.
These two modes are not merely different emotional registers but different physical vocabularies. The Kuchipudi dancer
who has thoroughly trained in both traditions possesses a body capable of expressing the full spectrum of Shringara rasa —
from the darkest Vipralambha to the most luminous Sambhoga — with corresponding nuance and precision.

Philosophical Abhinaya as a Kuchipudi Speciality

Annamacharya's adhyatma sankeertanas have also established a mode of choreographic expression that might be called
"philosophical abhinaya" — the embodied demonstration of abstract ideas through the systematic portrayal of social types,
cosmic phenomena, and philosophical relationships. This mode is not merely illustrative (the dancer illustrating the words
of the text) but argumentative (the dancer's body making a philosophical argument through its sequential embodiment of
different characters and situations). This philosophical abhinaya mode appears to be something of a Kuchipudi speciality,
enabled by the form's tradition of literary engagement through the vaggeyakara system, and it has enriched Kuchipudi's
expressive range in ways that distinguish it from other South Indian classical forms.

Conclusion

This paper has studied the choreographic structure and abhinaya techniques employed in the Kuchipudi interpretation of
Annamacharya's sankeertanas, identifying several distinctive features that set these compositions apart within the Kuchipudi
vaggeyakara tradition. The structural analysis reveals that the pallavi-anupallavi-charanam architecture of the sankeertana
generates specific choreographic opportunities — particularly the use of pallavi repetitions for emotional deepening, and
the sequential development of the charanams for either philosophical enumeration (adhyatma mode) or emotional narrative
development (shringara mode).

The dual rasa register of Annamacharya's compositions — adhyatma and shringara — demands two distinct choreographic
approaches: the philosophical-narrative sanchari mode for adhyatma (requiring Vedantic literacy alongside technical skill)
and the situational-devotional mode for shringara (requiring the creation of dramatic contexts that deepen the compositional
text through contextual elaboration). The Vempati Chinna Satyam lineage's specific innovations — situational construction,
instrumental architecture, and the "bhava homework" methodology — represent the most sophisticated documented
choreographic response to Annamacharya's compositions in the Kuchipudi tradition.

Annamacharya's most enduring contribution to Kuchipudi's expressive range is the establishment of the sweeya-devotional
choreographic register as a major mode of the tradition. In a repertoire dominated by the parakeeya yearning of Kshetrayya
and the dramatic Vipralambha of Siddhendra Yogi, Annamacharya's sweeya shringara introduces a quality of radiant,
surrendered devotional fullness that gives the tradition one of its most spiritually resonant and technically distinctive
expressive vocabularies. Future research on specific composition analyses (individual sankeertanas studied in choreographic
detail), cross-institutional comparison of how different Kuchipudi traditions (Vempati bani, Vedantam bani) treat the same
Annamacharya compositions, and ethnographic documentation of the "bhava homework" process across teacher-student
transmission will significantly advance the scholarship in this area.
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