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We have now reached the final issue for 2011. What an exciting year this has 
been for Aesthetics – to begin with it received a complete facelift, became a 
quarterly and attracted writers from different streams and regions who have 
contributed to it so meaningfully. While the magazine has highlighted events 
and projects relating to Nrityalaya and Bhaskar’s Arts, we have also made a 
conscious effort to move beyond the boundary walls of these institutions, 
to capture the pulse of the Indian and wider arts scene in Singapore. And 
each issue has focussed on a particular theme. So far, we have traversed the 
themes of “Kathakali”, “Age & the Stage” and “The Music of Dance”. 

This final issue for the year deals with “Experimentation and Innovation in 
Indian Art”. In line with this theme, we have articles that cover experimental 
and innovative works and journeys in the spheres of dance and visual 
art. The section opens with an honest and insightful piece written by Mrs 
Santha Bhaskar on her explorations in dance which cover a span of about 
five decades! As she shares her artistic impulses and motivations as well as 
the ways in which her artistic journey is closely linked to that of Singapore’s 
growth and development, the reader is carried on a yatra through time and 
space, life and art. From dance to visual art, Dr. S. Chandrasekaran (Artistic 
Director of Biological Arts Theatre) leads us into a completely different realm 
- the concepts of exteriority and interiority that have been embedded in 
Indian thought. He highlights his unique experimental work “Bleeding Angel” 
that provides a fresh perspective of post-humanism through the coming 
together of the Cyborg and Shakti principle. “Radha Now”, an exploration in 
dance was presented by Bhaskar’s Arts Academy on October 8th. Dr. Maha 
Sripathy, who feels that the work challenged perspectives and comfortable 
perceptions, sits down to a discussion with the choreographer of the work 
and with language and literature lecturer, Jenny Lim. In her article, Dr. 
Sripathy analyses the concepts of persona and perspective that are explored 
in “Radha Now”. 

Every issue has a thread that connects it to the previous issue. In line with 
“The Music of Dance” theme, this issue features interviews with Raka Maitra 
and Amit Heri following the production “Hungry Stones” in which the two 
artists collaborated for the first time. Ghanavenothan Retnam’s association 
with Nrityalaya goes a long long way back. He has played and composed 
music for dance for close to three decades, and has also dedicated himself to 
nurturing a new generation of flutists here in Singapore. Ghana shares with 
us his thoughts, recollections and aspirations. It must be said that both these 
pieces also tie in closely with the main theme of this issue. 

At this point, I thank each person who has believed in Aesthetics and 
contributed to it so wholeheartedly. To all our readers  - Happy Holidays! See 
you in 2012…

Nirmala Seshadri 
Editor
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Picture Editor and Designer: Viegnesh C.A. 
Production Support: S.K. Santosh, C.P. Jayanthi 
Printed by: First Printers Pte. Ltd. 
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It was with keen anticipation that I went to the Esplanade 
to watch ‘Hungry Stones’. One thing I knew for sure - it was 
not going to be ‘yet another show’. ‘Hungry Stones’ did 
not disappoint. On the contrary, it was thoughtful as well 
thought provoking. In terms of theme and representation, 
there was something refreshingly different. There were 
touching moments in which ideas like the bonding and 
solidarity of women were brought out effectively. As with 
any artistic experiment it had its grey areas. I did not stay 
for the post-show dialogue as I have always felt that as an 
artist, I would like to retreat into silence and nothingness 
after a show. On this side of the fence, as an audience 
member, I prefer to give myself time and space to reflect on 
what the artist has painstakingly worked at sharing. 

With an artist like Raka, it is possible to sit and have an 
honest and meaningful chat, for the simple reason that she 
is open, process-oriented and supremely aware of artistic 
experimentation being a journey of learning and of growth. 

A few days after the performance: 

Nirmala: What inspired you to begin working on 
“Hungry Stones”? 
Raka: I have read Rabindranath Tagore’s “Hungry Stones” 
many times. This work was inspired by his story. It all 
began when I went to Myanmar and stayed at this old 
mansion that had been converted into a hotel. I felt very 
uncomfortable; there was this feeling that something was 
going on. I thought of “Hungry Stones”, about how the 
walls absorb energies and have something to tell. It was a 
quaint yet sad and uncomfortable energy. 

N: Do you feel it would be better if your audience had 
it framed beforehand? I do realise it’s such a thin line 
- to say enough but not too much.  
R: I did discover that there were some who didn’t have the 
backdrop. As much as I would like to think that it doesn’t 
matter, I have to say it does make a difference knowing 
where it’s all coming from. There were fliers which 
obviously didn’t reach everyone. 

N: Could you give us a glimpse of the creative process?  
R: I generally like working alone. But this time around, 
I wanted to push myself and train people. I knew that 
this piece couldn’t work as a solo. I wanted more dancers 
and so I called for an audition. But I didn’t get enough 
people, just a handful. I started training them in October 
2010 and began the choreography in February this year. 
I did lots of improvisational experiments with them. We 
even improvised in the dark because for those who were 

coming from a strong classical backdrop, there was an 
initial self-consciousness when it came to improvisation. 

N: How different is this work from your previous works? 
R: Earlier works were much easier as they have been 
solos. It was really challenging dealing with a group, 
frustrating sometimes. It’s been a huge learning for me to 
work with other people. I would like to do more ensemble 
work though I do realise I’m not very good at managing 
people. Besides, where in Singapore do we get full-time 
dancers who can commit so much time? 

N: As I reflected on the work I felt there were some 
areas that I would like to discuss with you. For 
instance, I felt that some movements which were 
obviously meant to be co-ordinated were not coming 
through. Also, there were parts that seemed to need 
editing. Do you think the work would have benefited 
from having an external eye?  
R: We did have a director but I think our problem here 
was in working with the installations. We loved the 
installations but didn’t have enough time with them in 
the theatre. We got only a day to work. One show is never 
enough. Also we weren’t totally comfortable with the 
rhythm and music. 

N: Did you feel that some segments were too long? 
How do you decide where to end a segment?  
R: (laughing)… I enjoyed certain segments and became 
self-indulgent! I guess whatever I enjoy doing, I just keep 
doing! 

N: I noticed that you introduced the idea of repetition 
at various points. Why was this?  
R: It was mainly in the wall section. We kept coming back 
to the same movement. I wanted to establish the idea of 
the wall. 

N: I like the way you used abhinaya in a contemporary 
work. Often there is a tendency to reject that aspect 
in the name of ‘contemporary’.  
R: I always feel that we have it and we should use it. But 
we should know how to use it. Though there are some 
people who were critical of that segment. Often it is a 
limited definition of ‘contemporary’. Asian contemporary 
does sometimes look classical. People are more 
tolerant with the classical. There is a reverence. With 
contemporary dance, there is a risk involved. It is very 
humbling and one feels very vulnerable. 

Raka Maitra & Amit Heri  
In Conversation with Nirmala Seshadri

Raka Maitra
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N: Stepping out of the comfort zone is never easy. 
Also, there is always a great chance that many will 
not relate to or like the work. Coming to the music, 
there were long gaps between segments. Were these 
intended?  
R: Not really. It seemed to take the musicians some time 
to shift from one piece to the next. 

N: As a classical Odissi dancer, how did you feel 
working with a different sort of a live orchestra?  
R: In classical dance we are used to working with a 
live orchestra. In contemporary I have worked with 
soundscapes. I wanted part of it to be soundscapes and 
part of it as music. And I wanted to work with the guitar. 
Especially for the wall sections, I wanted soundscapes, 
but that didn’t happen. I wanted vocal too, a woman’s 
voice, but for various reasons that didn’t happen this 
time. I felt the music didn’t quite connect with the dance. 
For some reason, we were more comfortable during our 
rehearsals, working in silence. 

N: Sitting in the audience, I felt the music aspect was 
strong and it seemed to work. But then, as the dancer, 
you were not comfortable. Do you think it might have 
been due to the fact that the live musicians came in 
only a week before the show?  
R: No I don’t think it was that. A lot of people loved the 
music. But it just didn’t work for us. I think it could have 
been that Amit’s is a different contemporary sensibility. 

Years ago, I attended an Amit Heri concert at a festival in 
Chennai. I enjoyed it tremendously. Amit and I chatted one 
evening over skype. He came across as relaxed and open 
to sharing his thoughts and experiences on the work. 

N: As an Indo-Jazz musician, how different is it 
playing for dance?  
Amit: The idiom and context are very different when it 
comes to dance. Stylistically, the way I score for a music 
performance is totally different. When I’m playing music, 
communication is through the idiom of music. I don’t 
think of anything else; there is no other element involved. 
When it comes to scoring for dance, music has a definite 
role in complementing dance in creating a certain mood 
and energy. It is something that adds to the bigger 
picture. It is similar to scoring for film. With the music, 
you want to say something that goes with it or contradicts 
it. So, the sensibility changes. 

N: Do you find dance restricting you to some extent? 
A: I wouldn’t call it ‘restricting’. It puts me in a different 
space to create. It has its own beauty. It takes me to a 
place that I wouldn’t normally go. 

N: What kind of dance productions and genres have 
you created music and played for? How was this work 
different for you? 
A: The main difference here is that I played solo guitar 
for almost the entire piece,  except for the percussion 
and vocal percussion segments. So in this sense it was 
challenging. I have scored music for many dancers 
including Madhu Natraj, Astad Deboo and Chitralekha. 
They have been bigger productions involving many 
more instruments. I usually do a lot of the scoring on 
the computer. The sound is bigger and a lot of it is 
recorded. There was also a lot of improvisation involved 
as I played live. Usually it is more structured; here it was 
minimalistic. Just the guitar made it very challenging. I 
do play solo guitar quite a bit. Interacting with a group 
of musicians, there is another energy. In Raka’s show, I 
was interacting with the dancers, looking to see what they 
were doing. 

N: How did you work at giving a musical 
representation to the concept and dance? 
A: Raka came over to Bangalore a few times. She 
explained the mood and concept. With that I put 
something basic together. Once we were aligned on that, I 
then got to Singapore a week before the show and played 
it live. Some of it was raga based, some of it rhythm 
based. My background is such that I play both Indian and 
western music. It is unified within me and I just express 
it. It is instinctual; I don’t think about it. 

N: What were some of the challenges you faced with 
regards this work? 
A: The biggest challenge was how to score for dance 
in a minimalistic way. My palette is normally much 
wider. I draw from other forms of music, rhythms and 
instruments. Here the challenge was to find ways to make 
it work artistically with regards the concept and dance. 

N: Could geographical distance have come in the way? 
A: No, I don’t think that mattered. 

N: In the world of contemporary dance, the term 
“soundscape” is used much of the time. As a 
musician, what do you see as the difference between 
“music” and “soundscape”?  
A: I like to call it textures with sound. More abstract. No 
melodic/rhythmic content that is easily recognisable on 
a musical level. It involves playing with sound – pitch 
and rhythm. It definitely it has a different feel to it. For 
contemporary dance where dancers tend to go for the 
abstract, it keeps it open. It is interesting. I myself like to 
do that sometimes, depending on the piece and what is 
appropriate. 

N: Do you see the latter gradually replacing music  
in dance? 
A: There are people who are good at creating textures. 
They could do a full production with just textures. In 
film, composers use both. I personally like to use both 
– textures and melodic structures. Again, in dance, it all 
depends on what the piece requires. 

After speaking with Raka and Amit, I realise that there are 
larger questions that have arisen in my mind that pertain 
to the Indian dance scene here in Singapore. Questions 
to which there are no immediate answers. Why did Raka 
choose to work with Amit in the first place? Is there a 
pressure on Indian artists based here to collaborate with 
artists from India? I sense that very often it is not the artist 
who makes these decisions. I also know that I will have to 
be patient as I try to fathom the goings on.  

Amit Heri
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How he began playing the flute. His early experiences… 

Actually I started learning vocal music at the age of five 
from my father, Sri Retnam who was a pioneer musician of 
Singapore.  He played Carnatic music on the rare instrument 
‘Bul-Bul Tara’ ~ a Japanese harp-like string instrument.  The 
scintillating sound of the Bamboo Flute captivated me and 
it was Pandit M Ramalingam who nurtured me in the art of 
playing the Flute.  At first my I could not produce even one 
note from this instrument.  I nearly fainted trying to get either 
a sound or a note from it but I didn’t give up.  It was such a 
difficult instrument to play that I almost thought of focusing 
on the violin instead. I gave my very first performance at Sri 
Thandayuthapani temple and from there my musical journey 
continued.  

What it is that has kept him immersed in this art form for so 
many years… 

The Flute is the symbol of the Pranava.  The sound of this 
divine flute filled my heart with delight and gave me immense 
joy.  The sweetness of this music stirred my inner self.  It’s an 
awakening of one’s self discipline as well as an exercise for 

the body (posture & prana), mind (intellect) & soul (inner-
self).  Though it looks light and simple, the instrument is 
rather difficult to play.  Symbolically it has got some wonderful 
virtues.  It has emptied out its egoism, has made its inner 
hollow void and clear so that one can bring out any raga or 
melody out of it.  

Some of Ghana’s innovative projects/works and the music he 
has created for Dance...  

Having trained under stalwarts like Pandit Hariprasad 
Chaurasia, Pandit M Ramani, Dr Balamuralikrishna, and Ustad 
Usman Khan, I have broken the traditional barriers to derive 
my own style and concept to the art of playing the flute.  I 
incorporate the musical aspects of South Indian music and its 
rigidity, North Indian music’s softness, Western harmonics and 
Eastern lushness into my teaching as well as my compositions.  
My works for Nrityalaya & Bhaskar’s Arts Academy which have 
been featured at festivals both locally and abroad include 
Manohra, Yatra, Vinayaka, Ramayana, Parinamam~the 
metamorphosis, Sita’s Complaint, Shakuntala, Panchatantra, 
Crocodile Tears, Bhed, People Get Connected, Raas Leela, 
Kumara Sambhavam, Devi Mahatmiyam, I Shall Be Me and 
Ardhanareeshwara. 

One of my recent cross-cultural collaborations was Ghana 
Sangam which was premiered very successfully with the 
support of the National Arts Council at the Singapore Arts 
Festival 2006. The work was highly appreciated and received 
rave reviews.  I have performed Fusion music at festivals in 
Thailand, Taiwan, Japan, Vietnam, Indonesia, Europe, America, 
India and Australia where I’ve worked with renowned artists 
from these countries. The audiences appeared to revel in a 
total musical experience.  I do play other kinds of flutes as well 
as the Harmonium. I have also added the vocal percussion 
element through intricate jathis (rhythmic syllables) at these 
concerts.  

Ghanavenothan
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How he began creating music for dance… 

My profound and heartfelt thanks go to Mrs Santha Bhaskar.  
She is the reason why I entered and evolved in the sphere 
of dance music.  At a very young age, she cultivated in 
me an interest in dance music by inviting me to provide 
accompaniment for her dance performances then. Any 
musician who performs or composes music for dance needs to 
understand the technicalities of the particular dance form and 
the Bhava or expressive aspect.

His secret to inspiring his students and instilling in them a 
love for the art form…

My inspiration to teach comes from them.  As their talents are 
tapped upon, their virtuosity is revealed,  enhanced by their 
own hard work.  I love to share my passion for this sacred 
art with them. My awards, titles or accolades mean nothing 
compared to the achievements of my students. 

On his students’ commendable achievements at the recent  
National Music Competition… 

Yes I have trained them but it their impressive hard work that 
has led to this victory.  For the first time since this competition 
was introduced, senior flute students won the coveted 1st to 3rd 
prizes from a single institution and from a single tutor.  I am so 
very honoured and privileged to be part of their success. 

For the Flute Open category, the 1st prize went to 
Raghavendran Rajasekaran, 2nd prize to Prabu Ramachandran 
& the 3rd prize went to Rit Xu Cai Xiang.  Niranjan Pandian won 
the 3rd prize in the the Intermediate Category. I am so proud 
and happy for these students.  

 

His thoughts and aspirations for the future…  

Vibrancy and creativity in Indian music, in both classical and 
cross-cultural spheres. We have to create more platforms 
for young musicians to perform both locally and abroad, 
showcasing their talents in playing the Bamboo Flute~Venu/
Bansuri. Exploring new horizons by infusing new elements into 
traditional genres of music without hampering their timbre 
or texture, resulting in unique collaborations which can be 
presented locally and abroad. 

Ghanavenothan Retnam, with his unflinching devotion for 
Indian classical music, has carved a niche in the arts scene of 
Singapore. He has received the prestigious “Young Artist Award” 
for music and has also been conferred with various titles. He 
was also awarded a ‘Lifetime Achievement and Humanitarian 
Medallion’ by the World Peace and Harmony Organization, New 
York. In addition to performing, teaching and being the music 
director at Bhaskar’s Arts Academy, Ghana also composes 
music for orchestras and dance ballets. He serves on the various 
programming panels at the National Arts Council, People’s 
Association and the National Youth Council.

The teacher with his 
prize-winning students
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Explorations in dance always existed, in 
different times and in different ways, and in 
different circumstances. When you are unable to 
communicate from the existing vocabulary, it is 
natural to find another way - by borrowing a word 
or finding new vocabulary which you think will help 
communicate efficiently. 

Art cannot be divorced from life; it is life’s 
essence. The central subject matter of all art 
is emotional value and not fact. The art which 
expresses emotional values in movement is dance. 
So to dance, one must study, explore and know 
movement. I have been exploring movement for a 
long time, knowingly and unknowingly. I consider 
myself lucky because in Singapore we do not have 
any hard core dance critics like in India. Nobody 
questioned me and I did what made me happy. 

My first experience in adapting and exploring 
movement happened very early in my dancing 
career, in the 1950s. I liked the Chinese scarf dance 
and the fan dance movements. I studied the dance 
and I tried the movements without the scarf and 
found that they were very effective in expressing the 
rasa of valour, a flowing river, waves or even just as 
nritta (pure dance movement). The story of Butterfly 
Lovers (Liang Shanpo and Chu Ing Tai) was my first 
dance drama choreographed in 1958 at Victoria 
Theatre using Tamil lyrics set to Carnatic ragas, 
Bharatanatyam, Kerala Nadanam and traditional 
Chinese dance movements. The costumes were a 
combination of Chinese and Indian. 

Because of the multicultural emphasis in Singapore 
I started group choreography of the Bharatanatyam 
repertoire. Here, in the early stages, the audience 
was not interested in watching a solo dancer 
perform especially for national events like the Prime 
Minister’s National Day Rally and performances 
for foreign dignitaries at the Istana. To be honest, 
my journey in the field of dance was very closely 
tied in with the priorities, needs and wants of 
the government cultural bodies, the geographical 
situation of a growing country and its peoples’ 
aspirations and dreams – all of this did affect my 
life as an artiste. Political changes did affect my 
views on art as a whole. There was also the issue 
of survival in a small country like Singapore – you 
cannot perform a major dance piece more than 
once and you really cannot make a living out of 
performing. All these are major problems for a 

performing artiste living in Singapore. So, becoming 
a teacher and choreographer was very crucial for 
survival. 

Another passion of mine has been Thai dance. I 
went to the Chulalongkorn University in 1990 to 
study Thai dance and music. I later choreographed 
the dance drama Manohra and am still using 
some of the vocabulary from Thai dance in my 
choreography. The jerky and swift hamsasya 
mudra, with the thumb folded in with all the 
other fingers stretched together, appears in my 
choreography. The graceful walk and the bouncing 
knee movement are my favourites. I related closely 
to many aspects of their culture – their installation 
of Bharata Muni at the altar, the Ram Kien (Thai 
adaptation of the Ramayana) and also their belief 
in Thursday being the auspicious day to begin an 
education in the arts. 

Other than in traditional arangetrams, I took the 
liberty to explore in most of my works. I have to say 
that my work with the Centre for the Arts at NUS 
has been the most exciting experience thus far. 
In 2002, I worked in collaboration with Dr. Grant 
Shen, an Asian theatre specialist and lecturer in 
Theatre Studies at NUS. Together, we took on the 
ambitious task of breathing new life into Shakuntala 
of the Mahabharata. For the first time, we had 
western choral singing to express the emotions. On 
the whole, it was a very innovative and experimental 
effort. Another exciting point on my journey was 
working with Mr. Patrick, an exponent of Hip 
Hop dance and this culminated in the production 
titled Pappadum. Artists need freedom to create 
and express, venues to showcase works, receptive 
audiences and of course, Vitamin M – money! CFA 
is a space where all these requirements co-exist 
thereby allowing for experimental works to emerge. 

Sita’s Complaint by Mr. Simon Tay was my 
inspiration to choreograph Parinamam. In this 
version, I introduced more than one Sita and Rama 
and ten Ravanas to show his might. The scene 
where Sita jumps into the fire was conceptualised 
very differently. This was performed at the Angkor 
Wat temple in Cambodia and at Ramayana Festivals 
in North India and even at Ayodhya! I did receive 
some negative criticism about my admonishing 
Rama through dance. In India, we have made Rama 
a god but for Valmiki, he was only a king. The 
poem Sita’s Complaint was based on the Indonesian 
Ramayana. All over Asia, the Ramayana is popular; 
they consider him as a king. 

Santha Bhaskar
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After I was honoured with the Cultural Medallion 
my soul was still searching for a Singaporean 
identity. The production Rasa and Dhwani staged 
at the Esplanade Theatre Studio was the result of 
my search for that Singaporean identity. Five poems 
from the different national languages of Singapore 
by local poets were used to highlight the different 
expressions of the people of Singapore. There were 
elements of theatre and multimedia was used where 
necessary. In this era, it is not surprising for artists 
to use technology to communicate, connect and 
express their ideas. 

Now I am so surprised at how fast the 
communication field works with computers and 
mobile phones. All this has become part of our 
lives. In my production People Get Connected, I used 
these to express the idea of connection. In our old 
padams the sakhi (friend), cloud, pigeon, parrot, 
monkey and moon were the messengers. Now there 
are other modes of communication. During my 
research for this production I came across the NU 
SHU secret writing of old women of China. They 
sent messages through fans and embroidered 
handkerchiefs. The piece I choreographed was 
about a pregnant woman and how she sent 
messages to her family telling them about how she 
was being ill-treated by her in-laws. 

I have never believed in a style of my own, because 
I am always changing and moving forward with 
this county of mine. When the whole world is in 
transition, how is it possible for me not to move 
with it? I encourage my students and tap their 
talents, trying to make them understand that they 
have to bring out their individuality when they 
perform. 

For me, I have taken dance as a whole whether it 
is traditional, non-traditional, cinematic, western 
classical, ballet, jazz, modern, contemporary, 
hip hop or even social dance. To me, they are all 
beautiful and I enjoy watching them. Deep down in 
everybody, there is an artiste hidden. All arts are 
an expression of the universe we live in. Through 
art we communicate and express. The nature of 
mankind is to explore and experiment. This will 
never stop. 

As Asians, we have abundance in store. To 
understand and bring this to light, to accomplish 
this will take many births. This is what I believe. 
This is my Yatra, my journey as an explorer in 
dance. 

A Cultural Medallion recipient for dance in Singapore 
(1990), Santha Bhaskar is the artistic director and 
chief choreographer of Nrityalaya Aesthetics Society 
and Bhaskar’s Arts Academy. She is also the chief 
choreographer at the Centre for the Arts (National 
University of Singapore), where she has taught for 
over 20 years. 

Mrs Santha Bhaskar
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Bleeding Angel, BEAP 2007 (Bio as Stillness), The Bakery, 
Perth, WA, 2007 1 

According to Wudjasty, Dominik (2009),   

“one of the exciting aspects of body studies in the Indian 
context is that we find within the Indian tradition itself, from 
the very earliest period, a self-conscious attitude to the body 
as the vehicle of consciousness. The notions of exteriority and 
interiority were deeply embedded in Indian thought at an early 
time”. 

In Indian traditional art the notion of body is divided into two 
aspects - exteriority and interiority. For the exteriority it deals 
with the physical aspects of body derived from vital breath of 
air or the self of the mind, and with the interiority it deals with 
the spiritual energies or spiritual awakening, which is naturally 
reflected within the context of Indian bodies such as  Body of 
Sacrifice, Body as World, Upanisadic Body, Jaina Body, Buddhist 
Body, Tantric Body, Yogic Body, Wrestler Body, and Medical 
Body. 

With Bleeding Angel (Fig.1& Fig.2), it unfolds how the body 
engages itself into two aspects –exteriority and interiority. For 
the exterior, the body is represented as a “self-severed body” 
- on the left side is Body Cyborg 2 , and on the right side, is 
Body Flesh. The Body Cyborg is the body that been modified 
by the cyborgian system3. The Body Flesh is subject to all kinds 
of meaning about body as flesh. The fusion of both flesh and 

cyborgian system negotiates the complexities of everyday 
reality and becomes part of life-energy process. These 
complexities are demonstrated during the performance 4.

With regard to interior realm, it deals with the notion 
of “psyche consciousness”. During the performance, the 
audiences drink the wine5  that flows out from the body, 
simultaneously witnessing the breeding of maggots (of the 
fruit-fly) in a skin-like material6 on the head. These experiences 
bring the Others as part of the performance and also engage 
the psyche of audiences. It thus promotes a psyche between 
the audiences and the artist, which I call psyche consciousness. 

In Mahavidyas, Divine Mother Kali has ten different forms 
and one of them is Chinnamasta.  The worshippers will find 
Chinnamasta standing on top of a goddess in intercourse with 
the male. From her severed body springs streams of blood, 
one flowing into the mouth of her own head, others into the 
mouth of two naked female figures at each side of her. This 
icon symbolises the goddess distributing her life-energy into 
the universe; a process symbolised by the streams of blood 
which pour from her self-severed neck into the mouths of the 
other two female images to form and nourish them, including 
her own self (Rawson 1973:126).  

With Wudjasty’s notion of Indian body, in Chinnamasta, the 
exterior realm is depicted in the bodily image of the goddess, 
as a Self-severed body, and for the interior realm, it is indicated 
in the platform where the goddess is sharing the blood with 

Dr. S. Chandrasekaran

Real Body and UnReal Body

Fig.2  Maggots/ Flies

Fig.1 Audiences were drinking wine 
that flows from the metallic form. 
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others, while feeding herself; and a platform that promotes the 
psychic connnection with the Others.  

Two Bodies and Psyche consciousness.

Sterlac claims that for post-human body, “It is no longer 
meaningful to see the body as a site for the psyche, or the 
social, but rather as a structure to be monitored and modified; 
the body not as a subject but as an object” (2000).

According to Sterlace, post-human body is an object, and not a 
site for psyche consciousness. I personally think this statement 
needs rethinking when one wants to place human concepts as 
psyche, love and anger as part of cyborg consciousness. The 
notion of cyborg is to interpret a new model of human being 
within a new social order, and cyborg bodies are metaphors of 
a state of hybridization of consciousness, emanating through 
cultural and political displacement (Kennedy 2000).  

In Chinnamasta, the self- severed body represents a living 
flesh, and its function is to nourish the Others, even though 
it is disembodied.  Most of all, she does not only nourish the 
Others, but she also nourishes herself with her own blood. 
Here, the female body undertakes a transcendence stance in 
providing life-energy to others through her disembodied body, 
and by doing so; it is also creating a psyche consciousness 
state. 

In Bleeding Angel, the psyche consciousness state is located 
in the experiential moment generated during the process of 
drinking and breeding. Both these processes are embodied 
within the cyborgian system - whenever  red wine7  is pumped 
out of the body it  nourishes others, and simultaneously it 
also nourishes the life organisms that feed on itself. As in 
Chinnamasta, Bleeding Angel also adopts a stance in providing 

Fig.3

1 Performance was done in collaboration with Gary Cass at  BEAP 2007, The Bakery, WA.

2 For in the cyborg, the body has been invaded by technology, and colonized by prosthesis limbs, electronic pacemakers, implanted corneal lenses, etc. 

3 Cyborgian System is a process that produces a skin-like material from living bacteria. With this performance, the wine which is mixed with acetobacter bacteria is pump into the 

metal part of the head. After a period, these living bacteria allow the machine to produce its own skin.

4 Please refer to fig 1 and fig. 2

5 Wine used during this process was safe for drinking. 

6 Bacteria of Acetobacter (bacterium) were used in the wine to create the skin-like material.

7 For the Hindu, the red is represented as a life-energy (sakti)

8 http://www.adishakti.org/forum/the_shakti_principle_2-10-2007.htm

9 At this moment, I am looking at the speculative  side of the Shakti principle.

10 Here, the Shakti means power

11 For in the cyborg, the body has been invaded by technology, and colonized by prosthesis limbs, electronic pacemakers, implanted corneal lenses, etc.

the life-energy to the Others, and in doing so, the psyche 
consciousness of the Others becomes part of the performance. 

In the traditional idea of Shakti principle8 , there are two 
elements, one empirical and the other speculative. On 
the empirical side the notion of Shakti is associated with 
cosmogony, and for the speculative side9  it was observed 
that everything which existed did so by virtue of its power 
or powers.  With Chinnamasta, the disembodied body lies 
within the speculative element of Shakti principle. The body of 
Chinnamasta itself is a virtue of power that provides life energy 
to the Others, and her blood symbolizes the essence of Shakti10 
. As in cyborg bodies, the power (Shakti) is self-generated 
through technological aids11. 

Within the of Shakti principle, cyborg body can be associated 
as a speculative element, where the body of cyborg itself is a 
virtue of power that does not only provide life energy to itself, 
but also to Others. In doing so, the cyborg body adopts two 
bodies - one the Real Body (exteriority) and another Unreal 
Body (interiority).  With Real Body and Unreal Body, the 
cyborg body adopts an ephemeral presence, and its psyche 
consciousness becomes part of the organic system which 
reaches throughout our entire body.

Here, the analogous interpretation between Cyborg and Shakti 
principle brings forth a new interpretation about post-human 
body, a point to rethink - about post humanism rooted in 
Indian thought.
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A performance with a difference- That was RADHA NOW. 
This was no performance to relax, enjoy and leave, feeling 
that all that mattered was that it was a good evening. 
RADHA NOW demanded an engagement, a reflective 
involvement that had to be personal, although the issues 
it raised are universal. For this was a performance that 
did not draw on the audience with its bright and well-
corseted costumes or its vibrant, fast-paced music or 
seductive movements. And yet it kept the audience riveted 
to their seats! Such was its conceptual allure, that a 
friend whom I had invited for the evening’s sojourn, with 
just the statement ‘it is a contemporary Indian Dance’ 
was bursting with questions late into the evening. Jenny, 
my friend, holds a licentiate in Speech and Drama 
from Trinity College, London. Our discussions and soul 
searching led us to Nirmala, to find out not just about 
RADHA NOW, but also about her engagement through 
dance and the connectivity between persona, performance 
and perspective and this is what we learnt…

J:   What struck me was your intense sadness and the 
pain.  I was drawn into that sadness. What was the 
pain? 
N: I was exploring the concept of love, where the man 
takes the centre-stage in the journey. By doing that, 
the woman is subjected to pain and humiliation. I 
was exploring the possibility of moving out of that and 
finding a space where I don’t negate the emotion but put 
something in that space. The tree in the background 
symbolizes the inner core. All the experiences can come 
and go but my inner self is intact. It stops me from being 
absorbed into the zone of self-destruction. Love is a 
journey and the process, given the male-centric focus, 
is a painful one. The sadness, which originates from the 
pain, has many layers. It is more than just emoting. The 
journey itself, as presented in the dance, is a purposeful 
endeavour. 

J: Does Radha feel the pain? Who is Radha? 
N: Radha is a mythical character. She is Lord Krishna’s 
lover. She is an older, married woman. The love between 
Radha and Krishna is immortalized in temple statues, in 
literature. The love is so powerful and Radha and Krishna 
are deified. Radha’s pain is intense. Krishna does not feel 
or share the pain. He is always happy. He is the one who 
is sought.

J: Why is the love so mesmerizing? 
N: Radha’s love is beautifully captured in the 15th 
century poet Jayadeva’s lyrics. Radha is always pining 
for Krishna. Krishna, on the other hand, is always away 
enjoying the company of the many gopis. He is supposed 
to have had 60,000 women. But for Radha, Krishna is the 
only one.  RADHA NOW opens with the plea for Krishna 
to fill the void.  As a young dance student, I was drawn 
to this notion of love.  As I grew older however, I began to 
question the nature of this love. What kind of a love is it- 
that is wasted away in its pining? So in the dance, I was 
depicting the poignancy of the love in the separation, the 
intense pain and sadness in separation.  RADHA NOW 
questions the deification of the man in your life and the 
pain that the love inflicts.

J: What helped you to overcome the intense pain? 
N: The strength came from the self, from within and the 
elder woman, played by my teacher Mrs. Santha Bhaskar.  
She was the tree in the beginning.  She is the woman, 
the all-knowing woman who understands the pain of 
separation and lends her unquestioning support through 
her compassion and wisdom- the unconditional love she 
so generously gives.  She is the nurturing force, more 
important than the man.

J: At one point in the dance there were 10 men?  
Who are they? 
N: The ten men depict the story of evolution in Hinduism. 
They are the 10 incarnations of Vishnu.  In the entire 
story, the woman is missing. Everything was male.  
Through the themes depicted, I was addressing patriarchy.

M: Why did you feel the need to re-interpret Krishna 
and Radha? After all they are god and goddess, 
revered by many and upheld as immortals to be 
emulated by mortal men and women. Why disturb that 
representation, that universe? 
N: That is the very point of the dance. Do we, should we, go 
on presenting and representing that one perspective? How 
many more centuries do we go on casting women in this 
desperate light? I am not even reinterpreting. I am merely 
capturing the pain of separation in love suffered by Radha 
as it is presented in the compositions of great saints. 
And in doing so, I am then questioning why the suffering 
has to be partial? And is that suffering just? Is the love 
of a woman only about giving and waiting? And a man’s 

Dr. Maha Sripathy

The Story of Evolution Sans Woman 



13Aesthetics  │  October 2011

due is that of receiving? The question is why is Radha 
(women) always presented in this destitute state? And that 
presentation is composed and choreographed by men! How 
would a man know how Radha (women) feels? Why should 
women and their love be framed such? And is it right, 
that after all the progress we have made, after fighting for 
women’s right to education, employment and liberation, 
we tie them down with the shackles of dated perspectives 
and expectations? Is that what art is about- reproduce? 
Do we pursue the arts, merely to reproduce the known? 
Why then do great artistes recast Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake 
or reinterpret Mozart and Beethoven? Surely Art must 
capture the times that we live in! Otherwise the pursuit of 
art will be in vain. Art is life and life is art. Should today’s 
women go on living and suffering in love like Radha? What 
similarity, if any do they share with Radha? Was there a 
Radha in the first place? Or was it a figment of a man’s 
imagination- the ideal woman as he saw it! Yes, Krishna 
and Radha are worshipped. We are told that they are 
the ideal to be aspired to. What sort of an ideal is that? 
Should art endorse such a partial representation- that 
perspective of the pining, agonizing, love of the woman and 
the exuberant male recipient, who is clueless about his 
partner’s suffering? As an artiste I am questioning that. 
My role as a dancer is to think about what we are asked 
to consider and are presented with as an inviolable dictat, 
sanctified truths that must be perpetuated. To do so would 
be to go against one’s conscience and to retard society’s 
progress.  
M: The same representation we see in Silapathikaram- 
the epic Tamil literary work by Ilango Adigal- which 
depicts the self-sacrificing woman (Kannagi) who waits 
patiently for her long gone husband (who was actually 
living with another woman), receives him adoringly and 
unquestioningly when he finally returns penniless and 
then rises to uphold his innocence when he is accused and 
unjustly killed for the theft of the queen’s anklet. When she 
was suffering in his absence and pining for him, neither 
society nor community came to her rescue. In its silence, 
society in fact condoned Kovalan’s extramarital liaison. 
Despite the separation and suffering, Kannagi stands up to 
defend her wrongfully punished husband and in her rage 
sets Madurai on fire! Is this the fate of women? That they 
have to always be the long suffering, the ever patient and 
giving being, while privileged treatment and attention is the 
birthright of the male? That representation, because it is 
not in synch with the times and the society we live in, with 
our sense of fundamental human dignity, which should 
be accorded to all, must be reflected upon.  I think that if 
we are unable to critically evaluate the texts we encounter 
and challenge the injustice, then we fail as human beings. 
The performing arts, in my opinion, has an important role 
to play in creating civilized societies where all individuals, 
regardless of gender, class or ethnicity are treated with 
respect and dignity.

J: In RADHA NOW you created a new form? 
N: I revisited the form.  Bharathanatyam is a 
traditional dance form.  The presentation of women in 
Bharathanatyam is through the male gaze. Dancers sing 
to lyrics composed by men and the focus of the pieces is 
men. In love compositions, the man becomes the focal 
point. The Bharatanatyam costume too reflects this 
patriarchy. It is designed to capture the female figure 
seen through the male eye.  My costume too changes 
from the saree in Part 1 to a simple top and a skirt in Part 
2. The focus is the concept and the feelings and not the 
distraction and seduction of the female figure enrobed in 
the Bharatanatyam costume. RADHA NOW, by recasting 
this male-centric focus in form does not seek to redefine 
the powerful emotion of love or of women. It merely 
presents women as they are- intelligent, empowered 
individuals with feelings.  
It is not just the conceptualization that I revisited, but 
also the repertoire. The performance begins with the jatis- 
fast, rigid, typical movements. But the form shifts and it 
slows down in the segment that presents the pining- the 
ashtapadis. The fast-paced ‘thillana’, which traditionally 

ends a dance 
rendition, 
occurred in 
the middle 
when the 
Ras Leela 
is reversed 
with Radha 
dancing with 
the men.   
So does 
the music. 
Part 1 
begins with 
Carnatic 
music, but 
this shifts 
delicately 
and it 
transits to 

other genres. Carnatic music is highly structured and 
is suited to the initiating piece. As the pining becomes 
intense, there is the shift towards Hindustani music, 
which given its loose rhythmic structure, allows the 
stretching and thereby creates the flow. It allows for a 
greater passionate and emotional feel. The change helps 
to emote differently and it slows down the pace. 
So, in conceptualizing, choreographing and presenting 
RADHA NOW, I was unpacking and unlayering the 
encumbrances that defined women (rooted in the 
male psyche) and facilitating their connectivity to life 
nurturing experiences. This way while they enjoy love 
when it presents itself and are nourished by it, they are 
not engulfed by it to the point of self- destruction. Every 
woman is Radha. She is the Radha of today- educated, 
informed, capable and passionate- with an identity of 
her own, an individual in her own right. She is not to be 
defined by a man’s love.  Neither is her existence to be 
framed by a man’s perception of her or of her love. 
RADHA NOW shifted and challenged the patriarchy within 
the form. We need to do this before we can challenge the 
patriarchy within ourselves.

J: When you were going through the process, was 
there hesitation? 
N: I worked on it years ago. It is difficult to distill life into 
art. Life is art, art is life. I don’t doubt the process. Dance 
reflects who I am. Life experience adds value to the art. It 
personalizes whatever I am doing. Art is the carrier of the 
culture and the form. And of life. 

J: Your work ends on a note of dignity. You reached a 
greater height out of all that. 
N: RADHA NOW challenges the established boundaries. 
What lifts Radha is the empowerment. That it is possible 
for a woman to pass her time while waiting for her love. 
The love need not be all consuming.  The dance questions 
if as a woman NOW, it is possible to explore role 
reversals. The narrative of RADHA NOW explores what 
has been forbidden so far- the gendering that has always 
been presented through the male gaze.

N: Do you think that your ignorance of the mythology 
on which RADHA NOW was based and your lack of 
familiarity with Indian Classical Dance in any way 
hampered your understanding of the performance? Of 
the message? 
J: This is the second Indian Classical Dance performance 
that I have attended in many years. This was different. 
No, I have no knowledge of the mythology either. But the 
dance, for me it was drama- it told a story. I could follow 
that story. As a woman, I felt your pain in the waiting and 
your sadness. I understood it. As the narrative unfolded, 
I could see the shifts, the emotional aloneness and the 
yearning. The elder woman, who beckoned you unto her 
to provide you solace- she was responding to your pain as 
a woman. That was very reassuring. She personified the 
tree and gave it a human quality. I did not see the dance 
as telling me a story that was based on a myth, which I 

Waiting through 
Memories and Dreams
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had to know. I had no idea and I don’t think it mattered. 
I did not feel deprived. Now that I have learned about this 
myth from you, it does not add to my understanding of 
RADHA NOW, although it shows me another perspective. 
Was that perspective important for me to understand 
the yearning or the agony? I don’t think so. What you 
presented there was a woman’s story and I identified with 
it as a woman. It is the story of many women who waste 
away their lives, waiting and pining for love as defined by 
the male. 
I was also fascinated by the power of your concentration. 
The focus and the intensity of the emotions were so deep. 
You lived each of those moments. You were lost in those 
emotions. It was not a performance.  It was not just a role 
you were performing. I felt you were Radha herself. And 
Radha is every woman. That was all that mattered for me. 
My heart cried and my mind understood your suffering 
and your struggle. 

N: Did you feel uncomfortable about it, the sadness? 
J: You exuded the sadness. No, I wasn’t uncomfortable. 
You came out of it in the last segment when you had 
communion with nature. It showed the nurturing quality 
of art. 
Listening to Jenny and Nirmala’s animated and intense 
discussion of RADHA NOW brought to mind Maya 
Angelou’s celebration of women in her poem Still I Rise:

You may write me down in history 
With your bitter, twisted lies, 
You may trod me in the very dirt 
But still, like dust, I’ll rise.  

Does my sassiness upset you? 
Why are you beset with gloom? 
‘Cause I walk like I’ve got oil wells 
Pumping in my living room.  

Just like moons and like suns, 
With the certainty of tides, 
Just like hopes springing high, 
Still I’ll rise.  

Did you want to see me broken? 
Bowed head and lowered eyes? 
Shoulders falling down like teardrops. 
Weakened by my soulful cries.  

Does my haughtiness offend you? 
Don’t you take it awful hard 
‘Cause I laugh like I’ve got gold mines 
Diggin’ in my own back yard.  

Does my sexiness upset you? 
Does it come as a surprise 
That I dance like I’ve got diamonds 
At the meeting of my thighs?  

Out of the huts of history’s shame 

I rise 
Up from a past that’s rooted in pain 
I rise 
I’m a black ocean, leaping and wide, 
Welling and swelling I bear in the tide. 

Leaving behind nights of terror and fear 
I rise 
Into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear 
I rise 
Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave, 
I am the dream and the hope of the slave. 
I rise 
I rise 
I rise. 

RADHA NOW, thus was clearly not meant to be a light-
hearted entertainment for an evening out. It was a 
performance/ presentation that turned over accepted 
ideas about men, women, love and pain and forced the 
audience to confront their own unthinking acceptance 
of these ideas. Should art perpetuate ‘time-honoured’ 
beliefs and injustices in the name of continuing tradition 
and preserving culture? Do we continue to present 
unquestioningly, in and through art, age old precepts and 
perspectives? How do these perspectives integrate into 
our very different lives today? Should they not be recast 
to reflect the progress we have achieved, the emancipation 
of women, the recognition by men of the strengths 
possessed by women and the leaps made in societal 
development as a whole? What is the role of art? Is it not 
the role of art to reflect progress and effect change? The 
narrative that any form of art presents must transform 
society. Was it not this belief that led Austen and Bronte 
to pen their classic pieces and the likes of Maya Angelou, 
Erin Gruwell, Azar Nafisi and Ngozi Adichie to capture the 
debilitating struggles of their own kind/ womankind! 
The energy, effort and execution that went into the 
conceptualization and final presentation of RADHA NOW 
should have disturbed our universe that 8th October 
night. It should have set our adrenalin flowing! If it did 
that, we will never see the world and dance in the same 
way again. We would have become a thinking audience, 
who can not only enjoy a performance, but also come 
out of it enlightened and empowered. The message 
and the medium came together in this exploration. I, 
together with Jenny and the many like her, demand 
that engagement from a performer. Set us thinking! 
Challenge our perspectives and the narrow, cloistered, 
comfortable perceptions! RADHA NOW did just that. It is 
a phenomenal piece of work.

Jenny Lim teaches language and literature and is a 
connoisseur of the performing arts. 
Maha Sripathy is an education consultant and 
works with young people in the promotion of the 
arts to create greater awareness and sensitivity for 
empowerment of the individual.

The Yearning, The Pain
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