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Prof. Dr. B. Surendra Rao
Historian
Former Dean,
Mangalore University
’ Assaigoli, Mangalore

Man of Many Parts Dr. M. Prabhakara Joshi

In the cultural map of Dakshina Kannada Dr Prabhakara Joshi has a dazzling
presence, and deservingly so.A professor of commerce and a teacher par excellence,
Prabhakara Joshi’s activities and fame happily spilled out of class-rooms to reach
larger audience. His chosen area of interest and cultivation isYakshagana, a unique
form of dance-drama that offers a package of poetry, music, percussion, dance,
histrionics, and theatrical expositions of puranic or quasi-puranic themes. It is a very
popular and cultivated theatre form in the coastal Karnataka, drawing both discerning
and enthusiastic audience of young and old alike. It offers great visual effect even as
it draws from our perennial reservoir of puranic stories, offering immense scope for
dazzling enactments and creative interpretations. Summoning the gods and demons,
heroes and anti-heroes, villains and clowns, extraordinary men and women to our
midst, Yakshagana conjures up a world in which the real and the unreal, ideals and
their defiance meet and get negotiated. Dr Joshi is a veritable treasure-house of its
knowledge, both as theory and practice, and is acknowledged as one of its most
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eloquent spokesmen and finest critics since Dr Shivarama

Karanth.

Dr. Joshi has associated himself with many
programmes and projects designed to promote this
unique art form. When the Regional Resources Centre
at Udupi took up a project to document Balipa
Bhagavatha’s singing style on Ramayana and other
assorted themes, Joshi was in the forefront. He was also
the guiding spirit behind its documentation of costumes
and make-up of the southern variant of Yakshagana
(Tenku-thittu). His expertise was sought by Mangalore
University whenever it organised a conference on any
aspect of this art form or when it set up a Yakshagana
Centre there. He had a decisive hand in hammering out

its goals and programmes, directions of work and so
on, and his advice and has always been very valuable to
those who functioned at the centre as its Director or
Coordinator.

Dr Joshi has not confined himself to the southern

14 / abg Besd

variant of this art form. He has daringly moved out of its
picket fences toward its equally wonderful northern
version. He has been associated with ‘Shambhu Hegde
Rashtriya Nrithyotsava’ at Gunavanthe in North Kanara
for the last nine years. His counsel is sought at the
Brahmari Yakshagana Festival which the temple at Kateel
has been organising regularly. Dr Joshi has also led
Yakshagana troupes to Dubai and Bahrain to ladle out
their rich fare to the audience there. Though not a
professional Yakshagana artiste, he is looked upon as
an embodiment of its manifold richness, possibilities and
as a sort of philosopher-guide for that immensely creative
and complex theatre art form. That is why in any seminar
or symposium on Yakshagana the wise egg-head of Dr
Joshi should invariably figure.

There is another edition of Yakshagana, sans its
dance, make-up and theatrical presentation calledTaala-
maddale, which presents puranic episodes as extempore
explanations in dialogic forms to poetic, lyrical



presentations. In Taala-maddale the person who
represents and delineates a character in any chosen
episode does so by explaining and interpreting the stanza
sung by the Bhagavatha singer. The stanza provides the
framework for explanation and exposition, which can
be areal test of knowledge, interpretative acumen, gift
of the gab and indeed an ability to conjure up a verbal
world of reality. The character delineations which it
provides for through dialogues can indeed make up for
the absence of visual theatricality which Yakshagana
offers. Dr Prabhakara Joshi is today considered as one
of the finest exponents of this intensely cerebral art-form.
He is a star performer in Taala-maddale, - spoken of in
the same breath as the great masters of the past like,
Sheni, Samaga, Deraje, Polali and the like, - and his
virtuoso presentations and interpretations of such varied
characters as Raama, Vaali, Raavana, Shurpanakhi,
Bharatha, Krishna, Bhishma, Kaurava, Uttara Kumara,
Shalya, Dharmaraja and others are hailed as both original

and thought-provoking. His extensive knowledge of the
puranas and his critical understanding of its contours,

characters, meanings and imports are amply borne out

in his performances. He is able to relive the puranic

characters and yet relate them to the world we live in.

His knowledge of Sanskrit and eloquence in presentation
as well as his penchant for turn of phrases and his sense
of humour have been his unfailing allies. Dr Joshi is an
acknowledged star in this field and his name itself is a
huge advertisement to the programme announced as

having his participation. His fame as theTaala-maddale

has reached lands across the seas, and he has performed
in countries like the U.S. and Canada to regale the
audience there.

As an interpreter and critic of Yakshagana and
Taala-maddale, Dr Joshi has fiercely stood for certain
values. Rooted in tradition and yet open to change, there
is an in-built tension in these art forms between what is
hailed as tradition and what is demanded as change.

o8 Yeess / 15



This tension is necessary and it constitutes the idiom of
its vitality. No tradition can defy change unless it prefers
to remain embalmed like a mummy. When we say we
should preserve a tradition, what we mean is that we do
not want preserve it as a fossil in a museum but keep it
alive. To be alive is to change, and acknowledge that
change. But change should not lose sight of the tradition,
what was bequeathed to us. Surely, if that tradition is a
living tradition, what we bequeath to prosperity will not
be what we have inherited. This creative tension is in
any living art form, and Dr Joshi is acutely aware of this
when he critiques Yakshagana and its cousin, Taala-
maddale. He is sure that change in them should not be
at the expense of the aesthetics inherent in them. While
it is imperative that they make certain compromises with
modernity such as technology and with the shiftin g
demands of the audience which modernity brings in, he
is convinced that we are not at liberty to take the soul
out of the art. In his writings and speeches Dr Joshi has

16 / b Beesd

not only tried to interprefYakshagana and Taala-maddale
to people but also acted as their conscience-keeper,
telling them what is good and what is not in what they
see. The job of a good art critic is not just to criticise the
art and artists but instil among the audience certain values
by which they evaluate art. The enjoyment of art is not
by defying or spurning these values. His job is to educate
the audience so that the art they support and patronise
is not judged wrongly. Dr Joshi has been an indefatigable
educator of both the practitioners and patrons of this
rich art form in coastal Karnataka. ‘

- Dr Joshi has not only been an outstanding critic and
spokesman of Yakshagana and Taala-maddale, but also
an activist in that field. He is tirelessly into projects of
supporting artists in the field whose abilities did not quite
yield them financial dividends in life. He has been involved
in getting awards and financial support for these artists,
to make their retired life less sombre and less of a grim
phase of regret. He wants the society which once



applauded these artists to support them now. He has
taken lead in many cases. He has also been a popular
speaker in any function to felicitate these artists,

reminding the audience of their qualities and uniqueness.

Very often some of the finest artists in the field may not
know their own value and merit or some of them may
be too shy and self-effacing. Society, if it is civilised
~ enough, needs to tell them that they do remember them
and with gratitude. Dr Joshi has been in the forefront in
reminding our society the virtues of gratitude.

- The academic world which Dr Joshi inhabited and
his relentless pursuit of scholarship also have made him
a writer of repute. He has not only written extensively
on Yakshagana but also secured a doctorate on it from
Mangalore University. He has edited volumes relating
to his chosen subject, the most important being “Polali
Shastry Smaraka Grantha”, a tome of 840 pages,
containing rich material to savour and also to sustain
research for generations. But his writings transcend the

area of his artistic pursuit. He is a tireless reader and
interpreter of Indian philosophy. He has explored and
written on many of its facets, about the great sages and
mentors of the past. His knowledge of Sanskrit and
passion for literature have made these works both
interesting and instructive. And his ability to relate these
philosophies to the world we live in makes them all the
more fascinating. Besides, these interests have nudged
him to write poetry and many of his poems have been

| published and read with interest.

A man of many parts, Dr Joshi has also known the
pleasure of being honoured for his accomplishments.
Some the major awards that glitter in his cupboard are,
Yakshagana Janapada Academy Lifetime Achievement
Award, Parthisubba Award, Yakshagana Kalaranga, .
Udupi Decennial Award, Sheni Gopalakrishna Bhat
Award at Sampaje Yakshotsava, Sheni Suhrith Award,
and so on. These and many awards redound to his many-

sided genius and to the society which has the will and
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ability to honour those who deserve the honour
Perhaps there is one more side to Dr Prabhakara
Joshi’s personality. His liveliness belies his years. He
moves around, visits places and friends and does not
allow fatigue to come in the way of his conversations
and perorations which are invariably lively. He has his
political views, but he does not consider it a sin to
dialogue with those who hold different views. He is always
willing to see the lighter side of apparenitly serious things
and serious side of what are routinely dismissed as trite
and unimportant things. There is in him a joy of life which
ensures that he stays young, defying his chronological
age. Talking to him also makes people young, for there

is never a dull moment with him. That is perhaps what
art, learning and affirmation of life can do to a person.
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