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Could you imagine anyone here 
performing the Iliad or the Odyssey 
in six episodes over six evenings, 
and people actually showing up to 
watch?   Nobody cares about these 
epics anymore, except maybe a few 
classicists at Chicago.  Dead beyond 
a doubt,” mourned a colleague, after 
he heard me wax lyrical about the  
six-part Ramayana series that  
played to packed audiences at the 
Kalakshetra Foundation auditorium 
between 15 and 25 December 2009 
as part of the institution’s 57th annual 
art festival in Chennai.  Having 
watched them avidly, repeatedly, 
since childhood, I hardly needed a 
humanities professor at an American 
university to remind me of how 
engrossing Kalakshetra’s Ramayana 
productions are.  But his elegy for 
those other, “dead,” epic traditions 
threw into relief the longevity of the 
Ramayana in the Indian subcontinent.  
My colleague’s remarks suggested 
something quite astonishing, 
something we take for granted: the 
Ramayana lives.  Its redaction via 
performance even today reflects its 
extraordinary potency as a living, 
breathing tradition.

The epic’s centrality to Hindu art, 
thought and religious experience can 
be attributed not only to the sheer 
sweep and power of its narrative 
but also its persistent engagement 
with the vibrant storytelling and 
performance traditions – elite and 
populist — of every age down to the 
present.  After all, the Ramayana has 
been, and continues to be, fodder for 
a whole range of classical and folk 
dance representations in India, also 
appearing in other parts of Hindu 
Asia such as Cambodia, Bali, Java, 
Thailand, and Laos.  Its emotional 
canvas is vast, affording nuanced 

exploration of navarasa and the protean interplay of natural, demonic, human 
and divine realms.  

It is perhaps no accident then that Kalakshetra’s founder Rukmini Devi turned 
to the Ramayana over a period of fifteen years (1955-1970) as the iconic text 
with which to construct an essential Indianness, to define Indian culture and 
values at a crucial juncture in a young nation’s history.  Exposed to myriad 
dance traditions of Europe and Asia during her early travels with husband 
and fellow theosophist George S. Arundale, Rukmini Devi returned to India 
to generate a new idiom and audience for a traditional dance form that had 
fallen into disrepute, an undertaking not without controversy in her time and 
ours.  For this pioneer, the Ramayana became the ideal vehicle with which 
to hone the Bharatanatyam dance-drama for the modern proscenium stage, 
to arrive at a definitive model for the genre as we experience it today. While 
she debated the relative merits of Tulsi and Kamban’s versions of the epic at 
the time of choosing a source text for the sequence, the presence of Sanskrit 
scholar and music composer Mysore Vasudevachar at Kalakshetra made 
Valmiki’s original the ultimate choice.  Vasudevachar composed the splendid 
music for the first four dance dramas in the series, while Seetarama Sarma and  
S. Rajaram scored the last two, faithful to their predecessor’s spirit and style. 

Much might have changed about the institution since Rukmini Devi’s days, but 
for those who returned to Kalakshetra and its now-classic version of Valmiki’s 
epic in 2009 after years of absence, the verdant sea-fringed campus was home, 
as it always had been. The staccato tap-tap of the tattu kazhi and the sonorous, 
daily inter-faith tapovanam prayers recalled a world in which straight-
backed men and women — in spotless white kurta-veshti or simple cotton 
saris and signature contrast blouses — rode ancient black Hercules or Hero 
cycles, absent-mindedly humming to themselves as they went.  They espoused 
vegetarianism, animal welfare, and theosophy even as they taught and learned 
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A scene from Kalakshetra’s Ramayana in the 1950s
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in a spirit both revolutionary and 
revivalist. Here, knowledge always 
came first. An adult would think 
nothing of plunging an entire invited 
gathering into darkness in order to 
demonstrate the workings of a fuse 
to a curious five-year-old, lecturing 
him all the while on the astral life of 
plants.   A gentle scholar equally versed 
in the Indian and British literary 
canon would buttonhole a goggling 
teenager during playtime, reciting in 
ringing tones (and from memory) a 
Victorian love sonnet or a selection 
from the Gita, whichever suited 
mood and moment.  A dance teacher 
determined to instil perfection in a 
student would continue the lesson 
beyond the last class period, into the 
gathering twilight and past mealtime. 
Woe betide the hapless, ravenous 
student who pointed out the ringing 
of the hostel dinner bell to the stern 
guru!
To walk on to Kalakshetra’s campus 
during the annual festival was to 
return to this uncompromising, wide-
ranging vision of life and art.  Near 
the main koothambalam, jasmine 
and sambrani suffused the salt air.  
Teachers, students and long-time 
friends of the institution thronged 
the main entrances, the younger 
people leaping forward to escort still 
straight-backed older attendees to 
their seats.  The high, domed ceiling 
of the koothambalam and the vast, 
expansive stage, musicians’ nook to 
the left, were a familiar, yet imposing 
sight.  The floor space in front of 
the stage was lined with traditional 
reed mats on which adults (students 
mostly) and expectant children sat 
cross-legged.  
The showcasing of all six Ramayana 
productions — Sita Swayamvaram, 
Sri Rama Vanagamanam, Paduka 
Pattabhisekham, Sabari Moksham, 
Choodamani Pradanam, Maha 
Pattabhisekham — was no mean feat.  

A massive cast of dancers in lead and supporting roles worked seamlessly in 
concert, through character and plot changes night after night.  The musicians’ 
task in internalising and rendering every frisson of emotion, every word and 
gesture, every mood shift and scene change, in perfect synchronicity with the 
dance, was herculean indeed.  Lighting, sound, costumes, backdrops, and props 
needed to be flawlessly orchestrated and timed with utmost professionalism. 

This year, the greatest challenge was the fact that no one in this cast belonged 
to the original crew of dancers trained by Rukmini Devi and present during the 
composing and choreographing process.  This group of dancers was performing 
the entire series in front of that senior brigade for the first time.  To be sure, 
there were experienced teachers and professionals among the performers.  
P.T. Narendran, who has played the lead in many a Kalakshetra dance-drama 
including the Ramayana series, was back to supervise rehearsals and to don 

Divine union: Rama (Shyamjit) and Sita (Savita) after the svayamvaram

The plot thickens: Kaikeyi (Ganga) and Manthara (Shaly) confabulate
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the role of Rama again in four of the 
six productions.  Sheejith Krishna 
and Ganga Thampi, both Kalakshetra 
faculty, played multiple lead roles, 
including those of Ravana / Rama 
and Sita respectively, with assurance 
and finesse. Shaly Vijayan was 
Manthara, Tara, and Mandodari by 
turns.  Nirmala Nagaraj and Jyolsana 
Menon, both seasoned dancers in  their 
own right, alternated as nattuvangists, 
Nirmala also playing Surpanakha.  
Haripadman as Hanuman was a 
worthy successor to the veteran  
C.K. Balagopal who had virtually 
owned that role for decades.  The 
restrained, deeply felt singing of 
Sai Sankar and K. Hariprasad was 
crucial to the success of the series, 
as were the invaluable melodic  
and percussive contributions of  
K.P. Anilkumar (mridanga),  
V. Srinivasan (violin), Sashidhar 
(flute) and Rijesh (maddalam). 
And of course, Kalakshetra director 
Leela Samson oversaw with tireless 
patience the live production as well as 
the making and release of the filmed 
DVD version in collaboration with 
Madhu Ambat productions.

Landmark events in a narrative 
of family betrayal, filial/fraternal 
devotion, exile, abduction, war, reunion, 
divine intervention and restoration of 
kingly authority were convincingly 
portrayed through the six episodes 
with fidelity to the source text and 
inspired accompanying music.  But, 
in what has come to quintessentially 
reflect the Kalakshetra bani, beauty 
and poignancy were almost always 
achieved through quietly resonating 
moments.  In Sita Swayamvaram, 
the leisurely vana varnanai scene in 
which Viswamitra (P.T. Narendran), 
Rama, and Lakshmana (Sreenath) 
extol the beauty of the forest not 
only afforded lush nature description, 
but also character development.  The 
fiery sage thundering at Dasaratha in 

previous scenes was now transformed into a benevolent guide with a poetic 
soul, pointing out to his youthful disciples every splendour from the smallest 
sapling to the tallest mountain.  Rama (Shyamjit Kiran) radiated poise and 
serenity, while Lakshmana (Sreenath) emerged a young hothead ready to spring 
at mentor’s or brother’s command.  Vanagamanam saw an array of characters 
— including a diabolic Manthara (Shaly Vijayan), a befuddled, grief-stricken 
Dasaratha (Sheejith Krishna), a calmly resigned Rama (P.T. Narendran), a 
stunned Lakshmana and a determined Kaikeyi (Ganga Thampi) — emerge 
through a lone, diagonally placed archway into the favourite queen’s palace 
quarters, lending the episode a nightmarish, hallucinatory quality.  For this 
episode, Vasudevachar wrought the raga Chittabhramari to reflect Dasaratha’s 

Rama (Narendran) stands tall, framed by a devoted Bharata (Haripadman),  
Guhan (Sheejith) and Sita  (Sandhya)

Jatayu ( Jayakrishnan) enthusiastically receives Rama and Lakshmana (Sreenath)
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tortured incredulity at the turn of events that led to Rama’s 
banishment and exile.

There were several incandescent scenes involving 
natural, human and otherworldly realms in Rukmini 
Devi’s inimitable choreography to follow: in Paduka 
Pattabhisekham,  the dance of Guhan’s tribeswomen and 
the ethereal kinnara-s glimpsed by Rama and Sita; in 
Sabari Moksham, the beguiling dance of the golden deer 
(Savita); in Choodamani Pradanam, the panchapsara-s 
interlude with the lone white swan offset by dancers in 
resplendent earth tones, and Hanuman (Haripadman) 
crossing a shimmering, undulating sea; and, finally, in   
Maha Pattabhisekham, the building of the bridge to  
Lanka by the monkey army and the narration of the 
events occurring in battle by the gandharva apsara-s.  
Familiar raga-s (Mayamalavagaula, Kalyani, Kambhoji, 
Arabhi, Saveri) were employed in apt and unexpected 
ways throughout the production’s score, while  
unfamiliar or new raga-s (Suddhadesi, Naganandini, 
Chittabhramari, Gangalahari)  glinted timeless freshness 
in their deployment. 

To watch these episodes was, inevitably, to go down 
memory lane.  Who could forget Krishnaveni  
Lakshmanan or Leela Samson as Sita, Stella Uppal and 
Valli Subbiah as the kinnara-s,  A. Janardhanan and 
Venkatachalapathy as Rama and Lakshmana, Uma Rao 
as Kaikeyi, and so many others?  The dancers inhabiting 
these roles in 2009 were by no means eclipsed by their 
predecessors, many making the parts their own with 
faultless nritta and accomplished abhinaya, but part of 
the pleasure for a Kalakshetra oldtimer was to trace this 
continuity, to consider the magical quality each performer 
brought to the stage.

Repeated viewing since childhood also made for sobering 
reflection about the more problematic parts of the 
epic.  The equation of disability or deformity with evil 
in Manthara’s character troubled.   Tribal chief Guhan  
figures as a true Rama bhakta, but his role raised serious 
concerns about the depiction of indigenous peoples in 
mainstream narrative.   Tales of grateful humility and 
submission to the king are perhaps what the dominant 
culture likes to tell itself about “happy natives” who  
willingly undergo colonial oppression.  Surpanakha’s 
encounter with Rama, Lakshmana and Sita put on  
display the cruelty of a community to the outsider, 
especially a woman it considers ugly.  The exchange 
signalled complex subtexts of ethnicity and class that  
also dictate standards of beauty, dividing “them” from 
“us.”  Rama’s violation of dharmic codes in slaying Vali  

provoked disquiet, as did Ravana’s kidnapping and 
coveting of Sita.  The agni pravesam scene, Sita’s public 
trial foregrounding womanly chastity, fidelity and virtue, 
was no less fraught.  Rukmini Devi herself was deeply 
tormented by this scene, and without scholar Peria 
Sarada’s explanation that Sita’s ritual “purification” and 
eventual exoneration symbolised the devotee’s suffering 
and reunion of jeevatma with paramatma, the scene  
might not have been completed.  For those alive to the 
atrocities committed against women on counts such 
as adultery and alleged promiscuity in present-day  
South Asia, this scene cannot be explained away as a 
bhakta’s journey.

Imagined and executed in a classical vein for modern 
Hanuman (Haripadman) and Sugriva (Nidheesh)  

menace the Lankan army



46   l   SRUTI   February 2010

SEASON 2009-10

This Season, when a lady came up to me after 
one of my concerts and announced, “You stole 
the show!”, I told her, “No, mami, you did!” 

During my one-and-a-half-hour concert, she had 
moved from the tenth row to the first, maintained 
the wrong talam throughout, asked me from where 
she was seated, “Who is the composer of this song?”  
just after I had sung a song that had the mudra 
‘Guruguha’, shouted out a song request and  
wah-wahed non-stop.
Said mami, however, is only one of the dozens, even 
hundreds, of show-stealers we see in every concert.  
I have never failed to marvel at the innumerable ways 
they – the rasika-s, have come up with to use concert 
time efficiently, only one of which is listening to the 
concert. 

This year, I had the opportunity of observing them  
from the standpoint of a fellow rasika, a music student 
(playing the tambura for my guru), a performer, an 
organiser and a chat show host. 

The show-stealing, I learnt this season, is not restricted 
to the concert hall. At a musician-rasika chat show 
with a famous instrumentalist, a lady asked the maestro 
(who sang a few lines from an Oothukadu Venkata Kavi 
composition), “Sir, do you only sing or have you learnt any 

Rasika leela  Nivedita Narayanan

instrument?” It took a great effort to keep a straight face. 
The musician, try as he did, could not.

Inside the concert halls, of course, the scene was nothing 
short of spectacular – what with glittering silk sarees, 
dazzling jewellery, and shining veshtis and jibbas on 
display. The diamonds and the silk sarees get bigger and 
grander every year, I think. 

audiences, majestic and moving by turns, 
Kalakshetra’s six-day opus brought to light the 
contradictions and complexities that riddle the 
Ramayana, a narrative crucial to the collective 
Hindu imaginary.  It also opened up space for 
dialogue about Bharatanatyam’s continuing 
role in the propagation of epic values and ideals.  
The six productions maintained Kalakshetra’s 
standards of artistic excellence even as they 
exhilarated, uplifted, and entertained. If they 
could not anticipate the kinds of reactions 
generated by the performance of the Ramayana 
among audiences in our time, the very fact that 
artistic representation can evoke such debate  
in the public sphere would be a point of pride 
for Kalakshetra’s founders and stalwarts.  And 
yes, after all these years, it felt just wonderful  
to be back.                n

Overcome by emotion, Sita (Ganga) gives the choodamani to Hanuman and blesses him
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