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This presenta on examines the persistent yet invisible performance prac ces of 
former courtesans (kalavantulu) in coastal Andhra Pradesh, South India, who have 
witnessed dras c social and poli cal transforma ons of their communi es over the 
past eighty‐five years or so. Narra ons of sel ood and iden ty among these wom‐
en emerge through encounters with their dance and music repertoire which they 
are careful to preserve “behind closed doors” in the rela ve privacy of their homes. 
These itera ons of repertoire that take place with some regularity among kala‐
vantula families are also the sites that produce personal and collec ve imagina‐

ons; iden ty and sel ood live through these mnemonic bodily prac ces. Outside 
the kalavantula community, “courtesan dance repertoire” is read as a ves ge of 
feudal history, a sign of the “backward” and aesthe cally unsophis cated past that 
cannot be accommodated by contemporary public taste. For some women in cour‐
tesan communi es today, however, the repertoire is used as a mode of telling; it is 
mobilized to consolidate an otherwise untenable iden ty. Delibera ons on lineage, 
the devalued nature of their cultural prac ces, and their experiences of nonconjugal 
sexuality and ins tu onalized concubinage unfold through the performance of mu‐
sic and dance. Kalavantula women express an ownership of the idea of the margin‐
al; they ar culate an awareness of the socio‐aesthe cs of their past. If we are to 
envision feminist ethnography as a project of documen ng shi ing subjec vi es 
that are affected and transformed by a range of diverse ar culatory prac ces, then 
memory‐work with kalavantulu presents a produc ve site for such a project.  
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