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EPICWOMEN
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	“Are you an ‘earth’ woman? Do you feel an affinity to the element of ‘fire’ because of your passionate nature? Do you flow serenely through life like ‘water’? Is your spirit free and elusive like the ‘wind’? Or do you dream of being light as ‘air’ and vast like ‘space’? As an Indian woman, it is likely that you have a little of all these elements in you and that you combine all qualities of the five elements. If this is so, you should not be surprised, for all Indian women carry the legacy of their icons, the most celebrated pancha kanyas of mythology…

in truth, every Indian woman has shades of all the pancha kanyas within her soul!”

- Vimla Patil, former editor of Femina 
CONVENOR'S NOTE 
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I am delighted to welcome you all as Convenor of Natya Darshan 2012 Symposium and Performances on the theme of ‘Epic Women’ that examines and expands the usual parameters of the “epic” and the types and qualities of “epic” women. Over three days, we look forward to sharing different modes of expression—in dance, music, theatre, and verbal discussion—of “epic women.” A variety of topics bring new illuminations to well-known figures like Sita with her many versions in folklore and myth, as well as “dark” women with passions of epic proportions such as Ramayana’s Surpanaka, and the Greek Medea. We ask, what drives such women to act on dark passions? What limits were placed on them as females in their patriarchal societies? Why are they judged negatively without understanding their contexts?
Our scope of “epic women” includes a vast geographical expanse that includes remarkable artistic and political women of our modern times who have demonstrated courage and creativity of epic magnitude from Myanmar’s Aung San Suu Kyi, Nobel Peace Prize recipient, who spent over two decades under house arrest, to Mexico’s Frida Kahlo who overcame physical difficulties to express her pain in her paintings. We are pleased to offer a Lifetime Achievement Award to Kathak guru Dr. Maya Rao for her significant work over a long and distinguished career as a cultural pioneer in dance and choreography.
We trust that our gathering of performers, speakers, interlocutors, and of course you, our audience of rasikas will be delighted & enlightened by our offerings as unique in our madly rich Madras season of music and dance. Welcome.

Dr. Anita Ratnam

Conference Convenor and Director

 INTERVIEWS

Your choice of ‘Epic Women’ as theme. 
My life and art has been a constant search to discover and re-populate my dance universe with interesting women. Women whose stories can be re-told and re-quilted for my internal landscape and for a contemporary audience. The concept of EPIC WOMEN was not the expected archetypes or tropes that are commonly referred to. The larger arc of the subject is to look for what prompts us to create giant-like psychic images of women - not just in myth - but also in performance, history, society and politics. The very idea of EPIC is also to make them human. These women had flaws and still  
	resisted erasure from our memories. The contrast makes for an intriguing debate. 
How would this conference be different?
I have always believed that when you create and stage something interesting and unique that people will find you. THE OTHER FESTIVAL was a case for ten years. The two conferences I curated and convened in 2000 and 2001 were also staged during the hectic Margazhi season. This year the conference has grown much larger and much more ambitious than last year's MAD AND DIVINE WOMEN. We have a greater geographical reach, more presenters, panelists and a wider variety of topics to cover. The evening performances contain SEVEN WORLD PREMIERES. That is a great honour by itself. That so many artistes trust us to share the first impressions of their art with the Chennai public.
        Bringing academics and performance together is not new but to have such world class scholars and performers together in the space of 3 days in a city that hosts the world's largest music and dance festival is very exciting and a lot more background work from the superb team at Arangham. We are often called one of India's best arts presenters by the artistes themselves. That is high praise indeed. 

- Dr. Anita Ratnam
On your keynote address
Why do we give precedence to Indian epic heroines?  The answer is simple.  It is here that the myths and legends of the past are not Dead Sea scrolls.  Sita, Savitri, Renuka and Kannaki are living heroines, directing the lives of millions even today. The Indian epic heroines never took the easy way out.  None of them turned to suicide.  They suffered, fought, and triumphed.  Draupadi in the Kuru Court and Kannaki in the Pandyan Court are icons that remain pulsatingly alive. Epic women live forever as they draw from our lives the needed ballast to face more difficult times, as the centuries pass by.

- Dr. Prema Nandakumar
Your choice of M.S. Subbalakshmi as epic woman for your pre-conference Harikatha. 

Music is the purest form of art. The singer has everything within him. With devotion and dedication, the notes come out from the very life, filling the entire universe with joy. It is because of the sheer joy music spreads, God's creation is known as the UNIVERSE - Uni means single, Verse means a song!
- Revathy Sankkaran
What is the message you plan to convey about the epic Sangam women?
There is a connection between women of the early times, women we’ve read about, heard about and women who live amongst us now. Women from tribal practices, women for religious beliefs, women with contemporary lifestyles, have a continuum of psychic behaviours that reflect both sides of her. She is beautiful & ugly, calm & aggressive, auspi-cious and baneful. But how we have orchestrated her persona over centuries, beliefs, histories, is of much enquiry. For, in the stories of these Sangam women we can see our own. Twitched, tweaked and 
altered. But real. It is one story, and many lives. In 

a man’s world, she is womanity.  
- Dr. Swarnamalya Ganesh
On your presentation in the panel on Sita as epic woman.

Imagining Sita is based on my play Crossing the River where Sita becomes the non-gendered symbol & metaphor for every oppressed person and for all kinds of injustice & degradation that we experience. It is an attempt to expand the scope of both epics & the nature of epic women. It will explore how Sita's body becomes the landscape to read the history of human beings.

- Dr. C.S. Lakshmi
It’s my personal interpretation of what Sita's life 
	could mean. Through its course she moves from

house to house-Janakpuri, Ayodhya, Panchavati, Ashoka Vatika in Lanka, Ayodhya, then Valmiki's ashram in the forest. In each of these houses, she’s enabled to realise different aspects of her personality due to her experience of the milieu. Finally at Valmiki's ashram she combines all these contrary elements to express her complete self - a perfect balance between effectuation & effect. My few words reflect a work in progress. 
- Veenapani Chawla
Your choice of epic woman, message you will convey through your performance.
Amba /Shikhandi is a very pivotal character in the Mahabharatha but relatively unsung! The Amba Shikhandi episode questions the conventional role of a woman. After Bhishma abducted Amba & she revealed to her husband her love for Shalya, nobody accepted her: not him, not Shalya, not her father or anybody else.  The struggle and loneliness of Amba plays a trenchant note in the epic. A woman driven by passion unknown to her and derided by revenge. Fate leaves her incomplete in both the lives. 

- Priya Murle 
We all believe in an Indo-European connection brought about from migrations of Aryans who both went west & came east, but our notions are at best hazy. Eleni of Sparta not only tells the story of a fascinating woman, but brings out similarities between ancient Greece & ancient India: in musical modes, talas & language, yes, but also because - like Draupadi and Sita - she lived just when a matriarchal, goddess-centred, world was being overtaken by men of war.

- Rajika Puri
Grief is the eternal human condition. Can sorrow instigate change? Can pain kindle vision? As deserted wife and single mother Yashodhara searches for answers, her inner evolution becomes a timeless myth of human loss and ultimate transcendence. Yashodhara is inspired by the beautiful carving of a lotus on one of the entrance pillars of Sanchi - roots embedded in slush, stem nourished by water, flower emerging into the air and petals blooming in the sun. The work seeks to individuate that image as a meta-

phor of universal human experience & potential.
- Gowri Ramnarayan
To uphold Sita as an example of the ideal woman & wife is to endorse male supremacy and female subservience. There is evidence that this "Sita Syndrome" encourages domestic violence and subjugation of women in the subcontinent and diaspora communities. In the Kamba Ramayanam, Kamban demonstrated his concept of love and chastity between man and woman using Rama and Sita as the ideal couple.  

- Sudharma Vaithiyanathan
PAINTING BY FRIDA KAHLO
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Frida Kahlo painted self portraits that depicted her physical & emotional pain & suffering. She used a lot of symbolism in her works & borrowed elements from surrealism and native art.

	www.kartikfinearts.com
www.narthaki.com   
www.arangham.com                 
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	kartikfinearts@gmail.com
narthakionline@gmail.com


	HELEN OF SPARTA
In Greek mythology, Helen of Troy, also known as Helen of Sparta, was the most beautiful woman in the world. She was the daughter of Zeus and Leda (or Nemesis), step-daughter of King Tyndareus, wife of Menelaus and sister of Castor, Polydeuces and Clytemnestra. English dramatist Christopher Marlowe described Helen as having the "face that launched a thousand ships." 

The story of Trojan War was told by Homer in the Iliad and the Odyssey. Some scholars suggest that Helen was also a very ancient goddess associated with trees and birds.

In his romantic comedy ‘Helen’ written in the late 5th c BC, Euripides states that Helen never actually made it to Troy. Instead, the Helen who went to Troy was an illusion made of cloud by Hera, who was angry that Paris did not name her the most fair. 

In 1928, Richard Strauss wrote the German opera Die Ägyptische Helena - The Egyptian Helena - the story of Helen and Menelaus's troubles when they are marooned on a mythical island. 

In 1928, a silent film ‘The Private Life of Helen of Troy’ was made. 
In 1971, Michael Cacoyannis directed a film version of ‘The Trojan Women’ in which Helen is played by Irene Papas.
SITA
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Though Valmiki's Ramayana does not record Mandodari as being the mother of Sita, some later adaptations of the Ramayana depict Mandodari as the mother of Sita or at least the cause of the latter's birth.
The Devi Bhagavata Purana says: When Ravana wants to marry Mandodari, Maya warns him that her horoscope indicated her first-born would destroy her clan and should be killed. Ignoring Maya's advice, Ravana buries his first child by Mandodari in a casket in Janaka’s city, where it is discovered and grew up as Sita. Jain adaptations of the Ramayana like Vasudevahindi, Uttara Purana & others state that Sita is the daughter of Ravana and Mandodari, and is abandoned when she is prophesied to be the cause of the end of Ravana and his family.
PANCHA KANYAS

Ahalya Draupadi Kunti Tara Mandodari tatha
pancha kanya smarenityam mahapataka nasanam
One who recites daily the holy names of pancha kanya - Ahalya, Draupadi, Kunti, Tara & Mandodari - will destroy the greatest sins.
Hindus remember the pancha kanya in this daily prayer because they were perfect wives. Two things strike us in this verse: the use of the epithet kanya (virgin, maiden), not nari (woman); and the unusual combination of names that redeem, of whom at least two – Ahalya and Draupadi – are ayonijasambhava, “not-of-woman-born.”  Of the five kanyas, none quite measure up to the standard of monogamous chastity, commended so over-whelmingly in our culture. Each has had either an extra marital relationship or more than one husband. Why should invoking these pancha kanyas be extolled as redemptive and why, indeed, is the intriguing term kanya applied to them?

The key to the mystery of these five ‘virgin’ maidens lies in the type of sexual encounters they have with non-husbands, encounters that are neither rape nor adultery but are, in fact, quite unique. Of this group, three – Ahalya, Tara, and Mandodari – belong to the Ramayana, the epic composed by Valmiki, the first seer-poet. Draupadi and Kunti are celebrated in Vyasa’s Mahabharata.

A common feature shared by all the five pancha kanyas is “motherlessness.” The births of Ahalya, Tara, Mandodari and Draupadi are unnatural; none have a mother. Ahalya personifies water, Draupadi represents fire, Kunti symbolises mother earth. 
	Tara personifies wind and Mandodari ether.

- Pradip Bhattacharya, author of ‘Panchkanya: Women of Substance’
AHALYA
The first kanya not-born-of-woman, Ahalya has the courage to respond to the call of her inner urge, but does not challenge the sentence pronounced on her by patriarchal society. In popular retelling of the myth, depicted often enough on stage and in films and television serials, Ahalya is turned to stone. She regains her form only when Ram, reluctantly, places his foot on her head. In Valmiki, however, there’s no petrifaction nor does Rama restore the stone Ahalya to flesh and blood. These are Katha-Sarit-Sagara innovations. We witness here a male backlash that condemns the woman as soiled even though she may not be at fault, as Rama does with Sita.

- Pradip Bhattacharya 

Tagore’s Ahalya

“What were your dreams, Ahalya, when you passed

Long years as stone, rooted in earth, prayer

And ritual gone, sacred fire extinct

In the dark, abandoned forest-ashram? 

Earth merged with your body; 

Did you know her vast Love

Did hazy awareness haunt your stone?

And keep you blindly, dimly, half-awake?

When life’s excited zest 

Rushed along branching paths in numerous forms 

To conquer the desert, did it rise in outrage,

Circle your stone and crush your sterile curse?

Didn’t its pounding blows shake you awake?…

Did you, long asleep on her breast, enter

That place of oblivion, cool as endless night,

Where millions sleep forever without fear,

Resting their life’s exhaustion in the dust,

Where withered flowers fall in the day’s heat,

Burnt-up stars and meteors, crumbled fame,

Sated pleasure, grief too tired to sting?

There, Earth smoothed with her soothing hand

Your lines of sin and stress. 

Today you shine

Like a newly woken princess, calm and pure.

You stare amazed at the dawn world. 

The dew which moistened your stone at night 

Shimmers now on your black, loosely flowing hair. 

The mosses which clothed you with the green mantle of Earth,

Thickened and brightened by each fall of rain,

Are now a sari lightly placed by a mother’s

Loving hand on your glorious naked limbs.

The world smiles; you recognise that smile.

You gaze; your heart swings back from the far past,

Traces its lost steps. In a sudden rush,

All round, your former knowledge of life returns…

Like first

Created dawn, you slowly rise from the blue

Sea of forgetfulness. You stare entranced;

The world, too, is speechless; face to face

Beside a sea of mystery none can cross

You know afresh what you have always known.”

- Extracts from ‘Ahalya’
Rabindranath Tagore (trans. William Radice) 
DRAUPADI
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The idea of one woman having many husbands makes most men feel inadequate, not least her husbands. Little wonder then Draupadi is one of the most popular and controversial heroines of Hindu mythology. A woman who knows her mind, speaks her mind, refuses to be cowed by her husbands, asserts her will and admonishes them when they fail her. She is, in many parts of India, a goddess, worthy of sacrifice. Draupadi is the only kanya to whom a living cult is dedicated, with temples dotting the Gingee-Pondicherry area of Tamil Nadu & street plays held annually celebrating her greatness. By reincarnating as Bela in the Rajasthani Alha, and subsequently as Yakajoti, the Rani of Raja Desing in the south, she completes her cycle of 7 births as sati
Interviews by Lalitha Venkat

Info compiled by Lalitha Venkat  Source: Internet
	KUNTI
In the Mahabharata of the Bheels, Kunti and Gandhari are twin souls, one born of the blood and flesh of an eagle that Shakti had become and the other from its bones.  Wedded to two brothers, they both suffer equally all their life, though for different reasons. In mythology all over the world, bones are symbols of death, and blood and flesh are symbols of life. In the Mahabharata too, Kunti is life -assertive; and Gandhari, the opposite of it. She has blindfolded herself from life – she does not see life, perceive it, participate in it, unlike Kunti, who lives every moment of her life intensely. Kunti gives birth to real children, Gandhari gives birth only to a ‘mass of flesh’, which is later transformed into the one hundred Kauravas. Gandhari has relations with only one man, whereas Kunti has with five. Gandhari’s relation is with blindness, with darkness, with greed and other negative qualities, whereas Kunti’s is all with beings of light – Soorya and 3 other gods, and even her husband Pandu comes out as a very generous individual in contrast with Dhritarashtra, the power-obsessed, whose very name means obsessed with power, one who holds on to rashtra, to royal power. Kunti’s children are all begotten by devas, literally beings of light – Gandhari’s by a being of darkness. Kunti’s children grow up to be the embodiments of righteousness & Gandhari’s, of unrighteousness. Gandhari blinds herself and denies life to herself because she finds she is forced to consort with darkness. Eventually, when she gives a curse, it is to Krishna, divine life itself. Thus, while they are twins, both women of immense power, they are opposites of each other too. 
- Satya Chaitanya  
TARA
In North Indian manuscripts of the Ramayana, some interpolations elaborate Tara's lament. Tara mentions the hardships of widowhood and prefers death to it. She blames Rama for unjustly killing Vali and tells him that if they had forged an alliance, Vali could have helped him recover Sita. Tara invokes the power of her chastity and curses Rama so that he will soon lose Sita after he regains her. She declares that Sita will return to the earth. The curse also appears in North-western Indian manuscripts. In several vernacular adaptations of the Ramayana like the Oriya Vilanka Ramayana by Sarala Dasa, Tara's curse is reiterated. Apart from the usual curse to Rama of his separation from Sita, in the Bengali Krittivasi Ramayana, Tara additionally curses Rama that in his next birth, he will be killed by Vali. The Mahanataka and the Ananda Ramayana narrate that Vali is reborn as the hunter who kills Krishna, Rama's next birth. 
Tara and Mandodari are parallels. Both offer sound advice to their husbands who recklessly reject it and suffer the ultimate consequences. They both deliberately accept as their spouse, the younger brother-in-law responsible for the deaths of their husbands. Thereby, they are able to keep their kingdoms strong and prosperous as allies of Ayodhya, and they are able to continue to have a say in governance. Tara and Mandodari can never be described as shadows of such strong personalities as Vali and Ravana. 

- Pradip Bhattacharya 
MANDODARI
Mandodari is equated to water, "turbulent on the surface and deep in her spiritual quest."
Dhanalakshmi Ayyer says: Her story is a reminder that the universal denigration of a group, based on the behaviour of a few, cannot cloud the greatness of the individual. Mandodari defies the stereotype of this racism. She is simple, unswerving, and self-effacing, driven by the light of knowledge which gives meaning to solid materialism in an age that is shrouded by impulse, passion, and desire. She is the instrument that awakens the mind and counsels reason when irrationality becomes the core being. That she goes unheard and unheeded does not change her path. To her, the dharmic part is inward-looking, while the role of the dutiful wife is the external self. Mandodari thought that her duty to her husband Ravana on issues of morals and values ended with her telling him what she thought of his actions. She neither put up any brave fight to stop him nor considered it her duty to do so. 
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