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	My grandfather once told me that there were two kinds of people: those who do the work and those who take the credit. He told me to try to be in the first group; there was much less competition. 
- Indira Gandhi  
REVIEWS
DAY 1 – Epic Women of the Epics

Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan resonated with auspicious vibrations of drums, deftly played by members of Adishakti, at the start of the inaugural day of ‘Epic Women.’  Convener Dr. Anita Ratnam gave a brief introduction and unveiled part of designer Rex’s modern stage set with sleek black couches and colorful pillows with images of iconic women.  After the inaugural address by Kartik Fine Arts Chairman, L. Sabaretnam, a surprise unveiling revealed 4 illuminated images of legendary dancers Rukmini Devi, Balasaraswati, Chandralekha and Indrani Rehman! The keynote address was delivered by Dr. Prema Nandakumar, and her lucid discussion on the relevance of Hindu mythology’s epic women turned into a witty satire of arranged marriages in India.  

               The conference began with an engaging presentation by Dr. Swarnamalya Ganesh on the depiction of women in Sangam literature.  Focusing mainly on the Tamil epic poems Silapadikkaram and Manimekalai, Dr. Ganesh examined how Kannagi, Madhavi, and Manimekalai were powerful agents of change even while being subjected to the conventions imposed by the social systems they lived in.  She revealed several striking parallels between these three characters and various female deities worshipped during the Sangam period.  

            Young Bharatanatyam dancer Sudharma Vaithiyanathan charmingly enacted the pivotal moment when Sita first sees Rama. In the incisive panel presentation on Sita, Veenapani Chawla (contemporary theatre artiste), Dr. C.S. Lakshmi (research-scholar), and Kapila Venu (Nangiar Koothu artiste) discussed Sita as a “non-gendered symbol of injustice and oppression.”  
        Veenapani believes that Sita must have found the rules and laws in Ayodhya stifling in stark contrast to her more liberal upbringing in Mithila.  Therefore, Sita’s exile to the forest marked her “escape into freedom from oppressive civilization.”  Dr. Lakshmi added that Sita rarely expresses her anguish, but her burning desire for free will is still clearly evident especially in the other versions of the Ramayana. Kapila revealed that Sita is not a character that Nangiar Koothu artistes strive to depict as she is rarely seen on stage. Kapila’s initial apathy towards the character changed when she began analyzing the episode when Sita proves her chastity by stepping into the fire. Ultimately, Kapila was influenced by Sita’s intimate relationship to the forest when she further developed the character in ‘Sita Parithyagam:  The Abandonment of Sita.’  
- Kiran Rajagopalan
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Dec 20: Revathy Sankkaran in ‘Manikka Veena’

Dec 21: Epic Women performances

The 1st evening at the Epic Women conference opened with ‘Amba Shikhandi’, a new choreography by Priya Murle and Srikanth. While Priya followed the traditional folk Therukoothu style to depict Shikhandi, Srikanth adorned himself in a Sthree Vesham to show a mellower Amba. Both of them 
swear to fulfill their revenge against Bhishma with
	the end message “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned”, driven home effectively with brilliant characterization of the roles by Priya and Srikanth to some soul-stirring singing by Nandini Anand and nattuvangam by Roja Kannan.
      The 2nd performance for the evening was a solo contemporary dance theatre presentation by Rajika Puri supported by multi-talented percussionist Suchet Malhotra. Portraying ‘the face that launched a 1000 ships’ Rajika’s monologue dealt extensively with the story of Helen of Sparta, the Trojan war, the various characters in Greek mythology like Zeus, Agamemon & other tales of love & war. Comparing that war to Kurukshetra war in the Mahabharata, Rajika’s Odissi mixed with her new choreography. Dressed in pure white, Rajika effectively narrated the ancient Greek myths in great detail, as the background music score kept with her performance. 

         The 3rd and last performance for the evening was ‘Yashodhara’ directed by playwright, scholar and performer Gowri Ramnarayan. Collaborating with Bharatanatyam dancer Mythili Prakash and Carnatic vocalist Amrita Murali, Gowri’s JustUs Repertory put together a brilliant show on the life of Buddha’s wife Yashodhara, and the hidden philosophy. Was the Buddha right to make her his first victim in his search for Nirvana? What happened to her after that? Gowri’s well-researched script and excellent music came together in Mythili’s portrayal.
INTERVIEWS

On women scorned.
I shall be exploring why women are not real people in our stories, past and present. 

- Mahesh Dattani

How does it feel talking about your guru at the conference?
The immense body of thought and work that Chandralekha brought to us in the eighties and nineties is more important and relevant than ever today.  Her work provides us with much more than ‘form’ and visual proposition.  It is an entire and complete philosophy of the body, and its relationship to space and time.  The rigor and aesthetic clarity of her dance while deeply rooted in the Indian context is at its very heart political and places the body at the centre of a much larger discourse.

- Padmini Chettur
I'm deeply moved my guru / mother Indrani is being remembered today and am honoured to reminisce about her life and career. 

- Sukanya Rahman  
I feel the blessings of my teacher Bala through this unique opportunity that Anita has created and I look forward to a soul-filling experience.

- Nandini Ramani
Putting Rukmini Devi in historical and cultural perspective, she seems the perfect product of her age amidst the early Arts and Crafts or Aesthetic movement that grew from the mid 19th century continuing into the 20th century. She began her own artistic journey amidst a social push toward westernization, modernization and perhaps it is an unconscious coincidence that her work in many ways parallels the Aesthetic movement.  As an artist, I look upon her as one of my life’s heroes, and happily share my thoughts.

- Katherine Kunhiraman
Choice of epic woman, message you will convey through your performance.

Surpanaka says, "I am a woman who was shamed by sheer arrogance and superiority by one who was princely & human.  When my nose was chopped off, it was not as hurting as the scars that were drawn on my soul.  History still only laughs at that dreadful abuse. What do humans know about feelings?"
- Dr. Neena Prasad
Savitri, the woman of great intelligence and virtue 
	from the epic Mahabharata. I have drawn and interpreted her character based on my readings from various sources as a timeless woman who gives birth to herself and is herself Yama challenging Death that walks with each of us from the day we are born. A timeless story of love and death across cultures, Savitri - to me, is one who conquers love by embracing death. They are the same entities. It is intelligence through education that women can carry this message of love across countries to live a free and independent life alongside others.

- Preeti Vasudevan
Frida Kahlo created paintings of magnificence despite or perhaps due to her physical suffering.  After her bus accident, she was never again free of pain and she had 32 operations over 29 years.  In a situation where any other person would have given up, Kahlo expressed herself through her paintings in a timeless way, representing the strength, courage and boundlessness of the human spirit.

- Kalpana Raghuraman 

By abstracting Gandhian ideology & referencing historical moments from the independence struggle only through metaphorical gestures, we have found that this work has given us a voice for the many women, both in the past & present, whose pragmatism and feminist praxis have kept alive the philosophies of ahimsa, sustain-able development, and non-violent protest. From Durgabai Deshmukh and Khurshedbehn Naoroji who protested Gandhi's exclusion of women from the Dandi march, and the 'Dictators' like Sarojini Naidu, Lado Rani Zutshi and Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay who organised satyagrahi cells picketing foreign cloth and liquor shops, to Gaura Devi's organising the Chipko movement, Medha Patkar's agitation for land rights, and Irom Sharmila's 11 years of imprisoned fasting... these are the experiences we are embodying through this work. If Gandhi provided the theoretical warp of this performance, then it is the female body in movement that is the weft, together weaving a narrative that explores the various facets of fighting for social justice.
- Geeta Chandran and Deepa Dharmadhikari 
Sitaparityagam is inspired by Kalidasa's portrayal of the proud and saintly queen in Raghuvamsa.  After his coronation as King of Ayodhya, Rama, disturbed by hearing rumors about his wife and Ravana, decides to abandon Sita in the forest.  There she gives birth and brings up her sons under the guidance of Sage Valmiki.  A regretful Rama comes once again in search of her but demands of her to once again prove her chastity through a fire ordeal.  Sita then chooses to seek refuge in the bosom of her mother, the Earth.

- Kapila Venu

Penelope, the wife of Odysseus, who chastely, according to Homer's account, waited for her husband for 20 years, because he went off to fight a war to bring back her more beautiful & romantic cousin, Helen of Troy. Penelope was an unlikely heroine, remembered popularly for her chastity, as author Margaret Atwood voices her: "And what did I amount to…? An edifying legend. A stick used to beat other women with. Why couldn't they be as considerate, as trustworthy, as all-suffering as I had been?" But there was a lot more going on, in her, in the official and unofficial telling, and in its impact on our notions of women. Like Arundati, the steadfast mortal who became a star. There are others. I want to ask: what do ‘pure’ & ‘immaculate’ conceptions of women (by men, mostly) do to our actions in cultures and societies? 
- Chitra Sundaram
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	T. BALASARASWATI
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The effort to purify Bharatanatyam through the introduction of novel ideas is like putting a gloss on burnished gold or painting the lotus.
- Balasaraswati 
An Empty Stage
The All India Dance Festival in Bombay in January 1945 was the scene of another of the five great concerts in Balasaraswati’s career — a concert that also was emblematic of the Sringara rasa controversy between Bala and Rukmini Devi Arundale…
The night of Balasaraswati’s concert on January 21, the evening program began with a dance drama designed, directed, and performed by Rukmini Devi and students from Kalakshetra. The piece was a reconstruction of a kuravanji, an opera-like form that had evolved in the Thanjavur court. The program notes described the performance: “This Kuravanji is based by Rukmini Devi on the style found by her in a Temple festival. In discovering and presenting it, her object is not merely to give a pleasant evening but to reveal an object of patriotic, historical, and cultural value, for what you see is not the ingenuity merely of an artist, but the soul of a people of long ago.” Her sets were elaborate and beautifully executed. Mrs. A. R. Sundarajan, Balasaraswati’s singer (a student of T. Brinda and a member of one of Madras’s prominent families), recalled the event. “Just before Bala’s program, Rukmini Devi gave a dance drama — elaborate scenery, coconut palms — it looked just like Bali —gorgeous — we waited to give our nine thirty concert.”
         It was well known that Bala’s presentation of concerts was austere and that she used no stage props at all. She did not use statuary on stage, an avoidance that included the newly ubiquitous statue of Nataraja, an image of the dancing Siva encircled by a cosmic flame that was placed on the stage by dancers of the reconstructed style. To the uninformed eye Balasaraswati’s staging would have appeared to be unsophisticated. New conventions such as brilliant and tailored costumes and elaborate staging and lighting were becoming an expression of the modernized style. 

Bala had expected that she would perform on the same set that Rukmini Devi was using, because removing it would be a disruptive event in front of an audience of hundreds of Bombay’s wealthy and educated. And it was. At the conclusion of Rukmini Devi’s kuravanji, after the curtain was closed but 
clearly audibly, stagehands struck the set. The detritus that was left — nails, wood splinters, and large amounts of dirt — covered the stage. While the curtain was still closed, Jayammal insisted on being the one to sweep the floor.
         When the curtain opened, Bala danced on an empty stage. She remembered the concert as one of great vigor and triumph, as do others who were there. As Mrs. Sundarajan told it, “We thought they would leave some decor, but, within ten or fifteen minutes they removed everything! The stage was totally empty -not even a backdrop. I think this so upset Bala that she danced wonderfully- abhinaya, tirmanams - [everything] had such enormous energy. It was as if she decided to say, ‘I want to show art is not just stage trappings.’ And she proved her point. The audience was thrilled. Even with her typical, old-fashioned costume…

- Douglas Knight in his book ‘Balasaraswati: Her Art and Life’
RUKMINI DEVI
There is no need to say that before she entered the field, the art was dead and gone or that it saw a renaissance only when she started to dance or that she created anything new that was not there before.

- E Krishna Iyer
	Great people should mean people great in living their lives, whether famous or not, because there may be great people who remain unrecognized.

- Rukmini Devi  
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Some of the lesser known aspects of Rukmini Devi's art…
I would risk saying she was interpreted differently by different sishyas and I think that is a hallmark of somebody who has a large vision, large enough to be interpreted differently. We were tutored in inexplicable ways: what it meant to wear cotton; to tie your hair… she'd talk about these things. Her
aesthetics on stage, the colour combinations; she'd adorn you with the most beautiful of colours. What I would do later wasn't a patch on her sense of aesthetics. Just to replicate her costumes is a 

struggle… they are not ‘gettable'.
In the book ‘Rukmini Devi: A Life,’ you bring out the fact that she paid her tributes to devadasis…what was her attitude to them?
She adored the devadasis. Even today, students want to put her in a box. All these ugly words that have been used about her: that she ‘sanitised' dance; ‘sanskritised' it…that she was an antithesis to the devadasis. This is because nobody is trying to understand who she was as a person. I am sure she had a lot of admiration for someone like Balasaraswati. But publicly, people drew lines between them saying that one stands for sringaram, and the other for bhakti, and the two don't meet. 

Did they think that Balasaraswati had no bhakti or that Rukmini Devi with all the work she did in her dance dramas had no sringaram? It depends on what your idea of sringaram is. She wasn't training us just to be dancers. Time and again she would tell us to be good citizens; good human beings. Her approach was educational, she was not hell bent upon showing overt sringaram to draw a particular crowd…dance was another vehicle, like craft or weaving, to have a sense of oneness with oneself... She set all encompassing syllabi for the arts- music, textiles, crafts, temples, mythology, philosophy…
- Leela Samson in ‘Labor of love’ by Deepa Onkar, 2010 
CHANDRALEKHA
I am not a feminist; I am a woman – and therefore feel responsible for women´s equality.

- Chandralekha
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It was Balasaraswati's influence that was the more lasting on Chandralekha. In production after production, she contravened and flouted the Brahminical Arundalian ethos and agenda. The opening prayer section which prefaced dance programs was abandoned because she understood dance to be not a celebration of the gods but rather a celebration of man and woman - especially woman. She demanded power and passion from her dancers, and the choreography was often explicit and reminiscent of the erotic sculptures of the Khajuraho temples. "Celebrations of the human body" is how Chandralekha described her dance productions. 

Because the primordial power of woman is what fired her imagination and creative instincts, she became the high priestess of shakti, the powerful
	female principle. High priestesses never marry nor are they shackled by the pruderies of social norms. Technically, she fused Bharatanatyam with yoga and Kalarippayattu, a martial art from Kerala, which horrified the purists. She always claimed that she was more faithful to the ideals of Indian art and aesthetics than many who were riding on the wave of post-empire philistinism and euphoria. 
Chandralekha's many productions, notably Angika, Lilavati, Prana, Sri, Yantra, Mahakal, Raga, Sloka and Sharira, have become the exemplars of modern Indian dance, based on her premise of the indivisibility of sexuality, sensuality and spirituality. 
- Reginald Massey, The Guardian, 9 Feb 2007
INDRANI RAHMAN
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On 19 February 1958, I was watching from the wings when the curtain went up before a packed audience at the All India Fine Arts and Crafts Theatre. The air crackled with electricity as my mother, looking like a Konarak statue miracul-ously come to life, opened the performance with a Ganesh sloka. 

"Last night was an important milestone in the history of Indian dancing," wrote Dr. Charles Fabri, "for this was the first time that a professional ballerina has presented true Orissi classical dances on the stage.” He commented on "the seductive charm of rounded liquid movements marked by exquisite grace and sinuous flowing lines," comparing Indrani's dance to the charming dancers on the walls of the Rajarani temple of Bhuvaneshwar and the heavenly apsaras on the Sun temple at Konarak. "When the history of Indian classical dance is written," Fabri later stated, "it will have to mention that it was Indrani Rahman who first brought together four great classical styles in one program.”

She became India's ambassador of dance and performed for heads of state the world over, including Zhou En Lai, Mao Zedong, Ho Chi Minh, Dwight Eisenhower, Fidel Castro, Queen Elizabeth II, Richard Nixon, Khrushchev and John F. Kennedy. Emperor Haile Selase showered her with gold coins and commanded his daughter to remove her ornate silver belt and present it to her. My mother was honored with India's most prestigious awards and was presented the keys to the city of New York by the mayor.

Until the last moments of her life she was busy organizing performances, rehearsing dancers and musicians, supervising stage lights and terrorizing all who would not rise to meet her standards. The energy she poured into producing these performances took their toll on her financially as well as physically. Indrani died in New York on Feb 5, 1999 at the age of 68.

- Sukanya Rahman, author of ‘Dancing in the Family’

DID U KNOW
In 1952 Indrani Rahman became a household name when she was crowned Miss India, the country's first beauty queen. 

Quote

Nought's had, all's spent 

Where our desire is got without content. 

'Tis safer to be that which we destroy 

Than, by destruction, dwell in doubtful joy.    

--Lady Macbeth, Act III, scene ii 
Interviews by Lalitha Venkat

Info compiled by Lalitha Venkat  Source: Internet 
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