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The dilemmas of going solo

Dance dramas, which seem to be more in vogue now, have a

Alarmel Valli, who

rationale for their popularity, says d
was in the city last week
By Ramya Sarma

ance, like fashion, Is a reflec

tion of its practitioners, and

‘Whisincludes both dancer and
audience, What the audience wants,
it usually gets. Audience feedback
does nurture art, and so every dancer
eeds to pander to his or her audi
ence, be it in the concert repertoire
orthe way inwhichthe art is distilled
and presented for public consump.
tion.

However, there are some dancers
who believe in a cerain puclty of
form, of presentation, and of the
relationship between' dancer and
audience, and Alarmel Valli is one of
them. The Madrasbased Bharata
Natyam dancer s well kiown in
and abroad as someone who
does not compromise where the art
itself is concerned. She has not, so
far, deviated from the norms of dance
and its performance by presenting
‘themes’, dance as or group
shows, except for one collaboration
with Odissi artiste, Madhavi Mudgal
But she is indeed wise to realise that
single dancer will,atsome point in
her career, have to give her audience

what It wants, o eep that audience,
if nothing else.
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dance dramas, an old tradition in the
south.” There is a spate suddenly of
these dance dramas and of thematic
solo and group presentations, such
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Vaibbavam, where the whole
performance revolves around a
single deity.
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‘Another factor perhaps in favour of
roup performances s that they are
“farmore viable economically. When

form or con
choosing politically correct themes|
such as feminism or environment

siessfu
dancers on stage is less focussed on
any one, 50 in terms of abbinaya, of
overall 'excellence, one can use
dancers who are not superb as
soloists, but still make up a
spectacular show,” she points out.
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Shri V.P. Dhananjavaa and Smt. Shanta Dhananjava

When tradition is given new dimensions

RWERTOIRE Some prefer group productions while some go 5ol But gancers, on the whole, seem (o have something up their sleeve
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Speaking of dance
Shanta and V.P. Dhananjayan talk about their dance
and the arts scene in India.

ANJANA RAJAN
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Dr. Aananda Shankar Jayant

A question
of danswers

Jasmine Shah Varma meets Ananda Shankar Jayant, whose
dance-drama questions the status of women in our society

directed by Ananda, What About Me?
raises questions about gender differ-
ences.
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and so on. Then as time passes, the
bride gives birth to a girl child. The
husband tells her that she is unwant-

and the woman has to leave with
her daughter and bring the baby up
on her own. One day the child asks
her mother to tell her the stories of
Sita and Draupadi. The epic stories
are enacted in the presentation while
also showing parallel episodes in
contemporary times witnessed by
girl. For instance Sita's Agnipariksha
is shown as parallel to contemporary
incidents of dowry-related bride burn-
ing.

The story develops in a linear fashion
drawing analogies for atrocities such
as rape and widowhood as well.

Ananda leaves the audience with sev-
eral questions and she offers no solu-
tions for solutions have to come from
hwmwnw&
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was a treat as the item was
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then went on to present another

‘Panchashatapeetavasini’. She
later in Kuchipudi and a tillana in
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What About Me? which premiered in
Hyderabad earier this year. It will also
be staged in Trivandrum, Delhi and

WQL (@Mg, vjpwan/ /{j/

sented wi
clarity.

After @ brief interlude, the
second portion of the monoballet
started with Bharatha accept-
ing to rule Ayodhya in the name
of Rama using his padukas,
- seeing this Thyagaraja asks of
Rama Sandehamu Teerpavayya
Rama Then the episodes of Sur-
panekha,- Sabari, construction
of Varadhi were presented. Vali
asking Rama “Marugela Ra O
Raghava”why this indifference,
O Rama, 1 have now realised
- that you'are ‘everything'~ this
episode brought out the im-
measurable devotion and total
; surrender of a devotee to the all-
mighty deity. Ananda’s abhi.
naya — prowess came into play
vividly in depiction of this scene
- making it aesthetically raptur-
ous. The ballet came fo an end
with depiction of Rama Ravana
Yuddham and finally culminat-
ing in the “pattabhishekam’ of
Sri Rama. * / N

ith  precision and

pical perfection can impose

Ekaharya a ‘mono-

garaja kritis. Ananda pick-
‘a few Thyagaraja kritis of
le charm on the great
p ':; Imiki 1?"“ Sl:ii
almikj  slokas an
mwﬂpﬂﬂerm have been used
rovide the continuity.
t of the Ekaharya
4 birth of Rama start-
| ing with the famous Kriti Soga- -
8u chyoda Tarama “O, beautiful

Althrough the presentation,
Ananda Shankar excelled in
resenting both the important
. facts of Bharatanatyam — ‘Nrit-
+ ta’ (rhythmic) and ‘nritya’ (the
emotionally expressive). The
allet was infact a rich experi-
ence in creativity.

The chnreograplr?' for the dance

" was by the performer herself.
The ‘selection of relevant
Thyagaraja kritis was thought-
! Depiction of different rosas
rougx the different episodes
was vivid and varied. Kumari
Mamta’s nattuvangam was pre-
cise and had grit. Prema Rama-
melodiously.

atyanarayana on Mridan%nm,
~ Subbalakshmi on violin and Sr1
Ravi Kumar on flute gave able
support.
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Dr. Padma Subramaniam
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show in the inner courtyard of the Brihadisvara

temple tomorrow. The Chennai-based dancer

heads the Association of Bharatanatyam Artistes -

of ]Mu(ABM) and has a long history of - Padma Subrahmanyam

Pamsh:mz ber'sear:h into historical sources, N

Known for flamboyant and energetic style of Th
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about her plans for the dance e foceis a canvas of emotions. At a Padma Subramaniam
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put them it from the celebrated artiste on art, education and universal
appeal.

interaction between my
between theory and practice.

different’ till the media SPOKE aDOUL 1L Al CIILLS PULILEU 1t
out. I suppose my style looks novel because there s a constant
interaction between my research and dance; bridging the gap

between theory and practice.

Fusion, according to you?
Globalisation in art does not

Exchange is fine but not at tk
ber adapting a Russian com
Juliet to my s
music to emof




Padmashri Geeta Chandran

ANALYSE THIS

Bharatanatyam dancer Geeta Chandran talks about
breaking away from tradition and interpreting works

that are otherwise alier: to her style

Nitaniana Nao

of
that runs throus
strong that it
graphical boundar
ixhipudy, Shovana Narayan
(Kathak) and Geeta Chandran

it. So, the Manipuri dancers pres-
ent 3 Meera Bhajan, ordinarily as-
sociated with Kathak And Kathak
exponent Shovana Narayan pres-
| ents a Dasar Kriti from Kamataka

Mohiniattam dancer Bharati Shiv-
Interprets the Tamil poetry of
i Centre Audit
20, 6

O marks April 29 as World
1y to increase awareness of

and persuade governments
le to provide a place for it in
stems of education. Why was this
ded to renew interest in man-

used dance to create
against gender in-
%, communalism, envi-
tal degradation, even
trafficking. Can a tem-
ance fight social ills?

en our leaders, political or
have failed to reinterpret
e for our times, perhaps
can initiate the dialogue.
fcan be the rishis of our times,
ing through time, rewriting

While specil attntion hs bee
13 the

Catch fai Bharati, part of the
day festival Kala Viraasat, at Neh
um, on A

boundaries and offering new
insights. The dance experience
is a catalyst for ideas. Where
we journey from there is up to
individual dancers.

Take my dance focusing on
sex trafficking for example. Like
activists or academics, artists
can't offer concrete strategies into
human trafficking. What they can
do is raise awareness and generate
debate. I highlighted the social

look at tradition,
Chandran, the

1t anly when

and mature.

Sean lly highest.
je believes can never

ANSWEI  Moking the classical
s occeaip o e young e
erution b o challeny

Ou) rt e acuire at o
 pace spannlog several
No quick short courses, refresher
- courses and workshops can create
classical artists. Only sweat and

hard work make artists. That
package scares off many young
people today

But [ think that artists need to
work at reaching out (0 young
audiences, That ls important for
both the survival ofthe art and for
Geeta Chandran,
a Bharatnatyam
exponenl, has a
vibrant approach
to art

Rabey spunssors,
QUESTION
challenge 1o
ANSWER
funny creatures,
Bharatanatyam beca
use of its glamour and |

iy i vty | PROFILE |

multiply the effect by

having & hoard of

dancers perform. Can you chore-
ograph they ask. [ see this as
rank Ignorance. All classical
dancers choreograph. They all
innovate. It s the pressures of the
proscenium stage that Is forcing
artists to undertake group produc-
tions and  group-choreography.
Indian classical dance in its purest
sense Is a solo experlence.

QUESTION: What are you doing
to promote fresh talent In the

Natya Vriksha h
tation for its crisp and matuce
group dance presentations. The
company was invited Lo dance

the recent fftieth anniversary cel
ebrations of the Chinmaya
Mission where it presented an
abstract dance choreography
based on themes from the
Bhagavad Gita, It created 2

theme of women and peace.

ed to change 1o appeal ©

dance form?

to han

e dance experience is a catalyst for ideas’

problem as a plea to accord women
dignity My dance repeatedly high-
lights such problems faced by
women throughout their life
cycle, from foeticide to widow
abuse. All these ills are linked to
the low status accorded to women
— especially in South Asia.

® Can a torch-bearer of classi-
cal arts experiment with form
and content?

Like all pure arts, dance too isa
tool of communication. As such it
must hold the mirror at a different
angle to offer new perspectives. And
the artist’s conviction provides the
angle at which that mirror is held.
What artists say with their art is
their personal prerogative.

For me dance is a potent weapon
for effecting change. I use it to
challenge societal stereotypes. What
idon’t dance is also my statement.
I reject images in the classical
repertoire that don't fit my template
of change.

"Why are senior dancers asked
g up their ghungroos""

sion i Bharatanatyam
repertoire.  Teaching s a
% continuing  challenge.
And my dream s to per-

form. perform, perform. Dance.
dance, dance...

®1n a globalised world what's
the future of classical dance?

Gen-Next is very smart. Their
confidence and passion are unigue
passports to this new world in
which they surf or facebook with
ease, My equity in their world
comes from the fact that the
classical arts continue to hugely
appeal to them. I urge the youth
who're learning classical dance to
pursue training seriously, then
dream big and use every ounce
of their passion to make a real
difference to all our lives!

At the same time my lament is
that the future may not have many
full-time, professional dancers.
We urgently need systems and
processes to make classical dance
a sustainable option for our youth.
We — including media — must
provide proper filters and lens
to classical dance. Dance needs
support from all quarters — it's
too precious a heritage to lose.




life, Tradition is something
which always evolves and
changes. Today you see a
changed form of the same
parampara.

Q: Who in your opinion are the
best all time Bahratnatyam per-|
formers in India? —Cute

A:This is a very personal asse:
‘ment. Yamini Krishnamurthy
agreat performer. Great ener
g:xwer and stage presence. Bal
aswati of yester years was
thf greatest artist that the

saw}
and  am making a disti here
a performer and an artiste be-}
cause Balama as she is called
was a complete artiste. She

could not only dance but also
and even plaj

Q: Aren't western audi
reciative of Indian clas-
W'PP 25 of clas:-
AzYes 1 abroad
and yes it is a wonderful fee]
o represent country and
= . but I don’t
agree that the audiences there
gIve us more encouragement as
you put it. Very often those audi-
ences are seeing
forms for the first time and hence
ﬁobvmdyukm@;pyi!;ﬁd,.

‘model because I have always
tried to be a complete artiste
and focus my attention on all
pects of the style.

ing you and Mallika Sarabhai d
?—Lolo

sing
the Veena. She would be my rdle

Q: You are very beautiful. How,
come all classical dancers includ-

qovalion In
arata Natyam

A:Thanks for the compliment
"'”)“"Yeﬂ'ﬂdl}'mtin apr

e enlive discussion on
o i s art formeas

innovalic
din tradition as

is sure Lo evoke
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s Yet, foranart form 1o
fve, it is coucinl that il grows and
ves, constantly. Bharata Natyam
rmated in the public mind as

ng modern day
can subservient images ol pining

en in varnams be digested by
jences whose women members
heing empowered socially,

fically and cconomically. How to

@ Bharat Natyam
lemporary is thus a crucial and
iful point of debate.

theatre, with its deep roots
i the elassical Sanskrit

, was able to bridge this
contemporary playwrights
made modern social

i by Gecta Chandran, a Bharata

ayan fn Delhi

concerns the arena of their writings.
l'l()\V can Sll(:ll H Nilllil;ll' movement
ke root in dance? Dancers need to
locate comparable contemporary
poctry, in set metre and rhyme, and
not in free verse, which can be set 1o
music and ehydm and pt:rl'(n'nu:d.
Language is not important, It can be
any language. Creative dancers can
s with their

interpret such vers
powerlul tools of mudra and
abhinayi. Such movation is as yel,

largely, only acdream.

ntil now, the Bharata

Natyam garnered through

the devadasis (who were
smart enough to divulge details of
their art), or created ancw by
Kalakshetra, has seeh very limited
innovation. Of course, the old
repertoire has changed considerably.
The temple performances steeped in
ritual and entwined with its spiritual
life, gave way (o an claborate format

i chineer, She also teaches danee at
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for the presentation of the dance

[orn on stage.

The raditional repertoire which |
Jearnt from my devadasi gura was
the allarippu, the jathiswaranm, the
shabdam, tic varnam, @ padam, a
Javadi, an ashtapadi, tllana, kurathi
and andal, an almost three hour fare,
which 1 presented atmy arangeiram.
A host of dancers trained as late as
e seventies would hiave widergone

a similar expericnce. Then in the
carly cightics a sca-change occurred,
s0 1o speak, in this traditional menu.
Dancers started performing
kavuthvams, pushpanjalis and
melapraptis as the fivstitem, going
straight to the varnam. In the sccond
hall of the repertoire there were
generally two expressional numbers
topped ofl'by a tillana. The duration
thus was reduced to an hour and a
half (which is even today the average
length of performance).



