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Way back in the 70s, Bhaskar’s Academy of Dance presented the Ramayana 
at the Victoria Theatre in Singapore; this was later televised as a many-
part series. I was a little girl of 12 and played the roles of Ahalya and 
Bharata; my sister Mrina was Rama and Meena Bhaskar played Sita. This 
month, Bhaskar’s Arts Academy will present its mammoth and time-tested 
Sampoorna Ramayana, which will be performed by the fourth generation 
of dancers of the Academy. Indeed, a grand celebration of BAA’s 60th year 
and a proud moment for its founders and all who have journeyed with the 
Academy over the decades.  Ambujah Thiru’s article Journeying through the 
Ramayana outlines her trajectory as student, performer, teacher, nattuvanar 
and now, choreographer. 

When I learnt that many other versions of the Ramayana were being 
presented in Singapore this year in a span of just about six months, I was 
intrigued and keen to understand why this continued interest and fascination 
with the epic. In August, we had Navarasa in Ramayana, an Odissi 
presentation by Indu Vijay. Also in August, Maya Dance Theatre presented 
Anwesha – The Quest. Later in the year, the Kalakshetra Repertory Company 
will present Ramayana at the Esplanade Theatre. Soon after that, Temple of 
Fine Arts will present Ramayana  - An Asian Cultural Confluence. 

What is it about the Ramayana that evokes interest and engagement even 
today and in so many parts of the world? What is its relevance to modern 
times?  Journalist, art critic and translator Dr. Vasanthi Sankaranarayan 
addresses these questions and provides clear and honest insights in her 
article Ramayana – the epic that has outlived the principles of Time and 
Space. 

As a thread from the previous issue that focussed on Multidisciplinary 
Exploration in Art, we have Dialogues within Dialogues, the second of a 
two-part article on Tan Swie Hian’s musical dialogue with the Singapore 
Chinese Orchestra. In this issue, we also have a page devoted exclusively to 
the voices of students who participated in the recent Sangita Ankuram, a 
platform through which Nrityalaya nurtures and prepares its students for the 
performance experience. About the cover design – one day on Facebook, an 
image came up of Hemalatha Sathasivam as Hanuman, reworked by Shangari 
Mogan - that I found most striking. It is this image that inspired the cover 
design for this issue. 

Talking of transcending Time and Space, I will now be working on Aesthetics 
from London. An excellent way to stay connected to the Singapore scene and 
to discover new connections between the arts scenes. And new guest writers 
for Aesthetics. Exciting times lie ahead…

Nirmala Seshadri

Editor: Nirmala Seshadri 
Picture Editor and Designer: Viegnesh C.A. 
Production Support: C.P. Jayanthi, Thava Rani Mohan 
Printed by: First Printers Pte. Ltd. 
Published by: Nrityalaya Aesthetics Society

Guest Writers: Dr. Vasanthi Sankaranarayanan, Maya Dance Theatre,  
Temple of Fine Arts 
Cover Image : Hema Sathasivam as Hanuman, design inspired by Shangari Mogan
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PAST 
EVENTS
May 2012
12 Bharatanatyam Arangetram by Hemalatha at 

University Cultural Centre
24 Asean Festival Live Orchestra and Dance
31 JTB  Show at Nrityalaya

June 2012
2 Bharatanatyam Arangetram by Arulusha at University 

Cultural Centre

July 2012
3 AEP Kathakali at West Grove Primary School 
11 AEP Bharatanatyam at ACS Primary School (Barker 

Road)
17 AEP Kathakali - Cerita Singapura at Assumption 

English School
19 AEP Rhythmic Experience at Hong Wen School
20 AEP Five Elements Of Indian Music at Hai Sing Catholic 

School
21 & 22 Chakra- The Philosophies of Vivekanada, An 

Interpretation through Dance at NAFA Lee Foundation 
Theatre

24 AEP Kathakali at Ngee Ann Secondary School

August 2012
4 Sacred Angkor by Roshni Pillai Kesavan and Neewin 

Hershall at The Singapore Airlines Theatre, LASALLE 
College of the Arts

8 Kathakali- Lady Spider at Nrityalaya Dance Studio for 
National Library Board

11 Bharatanatyam Arangetram by Sunitha Nair at 
University Cultural Centre

September 2012
1 & 2 Sangita Ankuram at NAFA Lee Foundation Theatre
11 - 3 Kathakali workshop at LASALLE College of the Arts
13 Kathakali Rukmini Swayamvaram at Sri Krishnan 

Temple
17 & 18 AEP Ethnic Melody & Contemporary Indian Music at 

Fuchuan Primary School

JTB show at Nrityalaya 

JTB show at Nrityalaya 

Rukmini Swayamvaram

Sangita Ankuram 2012 - Concert by Prince Rama Varma 
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In the conclusion of a two-part article,  
NIRMALA SESHADRI looks at what went on 
behind the opening production of the  
Singapore Arts Festival in 2003. She talks to 
three of its key members.
The opening of the Singapore Arts Festival...

The gala opening of the Singapore Arts Festival, held at the 
new Esplanade Theatre, featured the Singapore Chinese 
Orchestra (SCO) in a musical dialogue with the country’s most 
celebrated multi-disciplinary artist, Tan Swie Hian in the world 
premiere of “Instant is a Millenium”— A Musical Conversation 
with Tan Swie Hian”.

Following the interview with Tan Swie Hian, which was 
featured in part one of this article, a discussion with conductor 
Tsung Yeh, digital video artist Casey Lim and lighting designer 
Tommy Wong offers a peek at the production process. Quite 
by coincidence, the discussion picks up from Swie Hian’s last 
comment. “You are all naturally multi-disciplinary”.

“All of us here are multi-disciplinary!” says an excited Tommy 
Wong, who is also a dancer. Casey is also a musician, actor and 
director. Tsung Yeh, a pianist and conductor, brings up another 
aspect of his artistic persona.

DIALOGUES WITHIN DIALOGUES 

Nirmala Seshadri

“I was the trouble maker!” says conductor Tsung Yeh when 
I ask them just how it all began. “I have always enjoyed 
combining music with other art forms but have never had the 
chance of collaborating with calligraphy.” Maestro Tsung Yeh 
joined the SCO as Music Director in 2002. He is also the music 
director of the South Bend Symphony Orchestra in the United 
States and Conductor Laureate of the Hong Kong Sinfonietta.

Not only was he looking for a calligrapher, but also for one who 
could perform in front of an audience. It was the Singapore 
National Arts Council that connected the two. “After getting 
to know Swie Hian, so many other aspects to the performance 
emerged,” says Tsung Yeh.

There were some very dramatic moments that evening that still 
remain etched in my mind. I ask the team for some insights into 
the process.

NIRMALA SESHADRI (N.S.): In the first piece, “The Celestial 
Web”, none of us in the audience would have imagined that 
there was a 188-member choir standing on stage. When the 
lights came on at the back of the stage in the middle of the 
number, and we suddenly saw them standing there, we knew it 
was going to be a special performance.

CASEY LIM (C.L.): The poem touched on the concept of breath, 
and then a deeper breath. So we felt that we could highlight 
this thought with the introduction of the choir at that point in 
the poem. Most of the time, what started as being functional 

became aesthetic.

It also went in line with the idea of inter-connectedness, 
which was an integral element in the poem.

TOMMY WONG (T.W.): Did you notice how we lifted 
the thin veil towards the end so that you could see the 
choir clearly in full white light?

N.S.: Yes, and you know I didn’t know till you lifted it 
that there was a veil in front of them in the first place! 
Another element of surprise there.

C.L.: It was a spontaneous decision. The night before, 
during the stage rehearsal, the music was on. The 
part about the “white light” came in the verse and we 
suddenly lifted the veil so that it looked as if the choir 
was soaked in white light, in purity. It wasn’t planned 
at all; the orchestra became inspirational. Many ideas 
emerged during rehearsals, not really during the 
meetings.

Multidisciplinary Exploration in Art: 

The Celestial Web, 97 x 123 cm, Oil on Canvas, 2003 
by Tan Swie Hian
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DIALOGUES WITHIN DIALOGUES 
N.S.: It was a highly imaginative display of Swie Hian’s water 
colour paintings in the second piece, “Fables”. When the choir 
moved off stage, instead of moving away the steps on which 
they stood, you turned both the steps to form a kind of a `V’, 
resulting in a very interesting series of visuals. How did that 
idea come about?

T.W.: We kept thinking of how we could create a 3-D field with 
the slides. It could have looked very one-dimensional had it 
been projected directly onto the cyclorama. And from a static 
state, there was movement that matched the flow in the 
fables.

N.S.: In “Divine Melody”, you displayed the oil painting in such 
a way that it seemed as if an invisible hand was at work. How 
did you manage that?

C.L.: First, when both Swie Hian and I came up with the same 
thought at the same time during one of our creative meetings, 
we knew it was the right idea. We both agreed it should be an 
oil painting. But we wanted to keep the calligraphy special; for 
him to come up only in that final segment. Also, an oil painting 
can’t be completed so quickly. So I recorded him painting it 
with three digital video recorders, extracted every stroke and 
replicated it as a digital painting. Swie Hian listened to music as 
he painted. I listened to music as I did the digital work.

N.S.: It seems as if at every level there were dialogues and that 
music inspired you at each level.

C.L.: Yes, and do you know that the graphics were happening 
live? Because the music was live. We couldn’t pre-record the 
timing of the graphics because it would’ve been out of sync 
with the music

T.W.: And even the lighting was linked to the tempo of the 
music. It was like being a dancer but off stage!

N.S.: It did feel, though, that the pipa solo brought about a dip 
in the mood and tempo. I found myself getting restless. Why 
did you choose to include that piece?

TSUNG YEH (T.Y.): I thought it would be good to have a string 
solo without the orchestra, to provide some contrast and 
focus.

N.S.: The final piece with the calligraphy must have been the 
most challenging especially in terms of timing. I noticed you 
and Swie Hian watching each other very closely.

T.Y.: I had to calculate when he should come in, start, and 
how long he would paint. He said it would be for five minutes, 
but on that day, he completed it in two minutes! He is a true 
performer.

N.S.: How was it decided that he would do the work on the 
elevated platform and that this would be projected on the 
cyclorama? Why didn’t you get him to paint vertically on a 
sheet of paper?

C.L.: The theatre is so big that we would have had to get a 
gigantic piece of rice paper for the calligraphy to be seen. Also, 
if it had been vertical, the ink would have been dripping. So for 
very practical reasons, we came up with this design and found 
we were happy with it functionally and aesthetically.

N.S.: How does it feel now that you have the production 
behind you? What are future plans?

T.Y.: I feel we have created a new type of art and enlarged the 
repertoire of Chinese music. That it has moved people from 
other artistic and ethnic backgrounds is indeed gratifying. We 
are going to continue on this route. Perhaps next time, we will 
introduce audience participation. It is really the arts coming 
together and moving up to a different level.

Multiple levels of dialogue, dialogues within a dialogue, a 
unique harmony between music, visual art and poetry, between 
the real brush and digital brush, real space and the virtual.

To quote Swie Hian: “To me, all forms of art are interrelated. 
Cross-disciplinary practice is like mutual visits between 
neighbours. It is just next door and one can easily go over for a 
chat, so near and so close.”

A stanza from the English translation of the Mandarin poem 
“The Celestial Web”:

A jasmine by the window  
Has got a thread  
Linking with a star beyond the horizon  
A star beyond the horizon  
Has got a thread  
Linking with an early-rising mother  
An early-rising mother  
Has got a thread  
Linking with a wink of a butterfly  
A wink of a butterfly  
Has got a thread  
Linking with the inner clarity of a lake  
And a thread of the inner clarity  
Links with the eternity of the cosmos.

(Written specially for this concert by Tan Swie Hian, and 
inspired by the Avatamsaka Sutra)

(Concluded)

The article appeared in The Hindu, Sunday Magazine, issue 
dated July 13, 2003.

Nirmala Seshadri is an experimental Bharatanatyam 
dancer, choreographer, yoga practitioner and writer. She 
seeks contemporary expression through her classical dance 
form. Her recent works include “Outcaste Eternal”, “Then & 
Now”, “This & That”, “Crossroads”, “From Ishta Devata to 
Ishta Devata”, “I watched the flowers” and “Radha Now”. A 
recipient of the Singapore National Arts Council’s Young Artist 
Award, Nirmala is currently pursuing her studies in Dance 
Anthropology at the University of Roehampton. 
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Dr. Vasanthi Sankaranarayanan

Ramayana is one of the well-known and time-honored epics 
of India. It has been composed after the Mahabharata, the 
other great epic of India. Ramayana is supposed to have been 
originally composed in the eighth century A.D by Valmiki, 
who is known as the Adi Kavi (the first poet) of India. So, even 
written literature traces its origins back to the Ramayana.  
Normally, such an epic would find a respectable place in the 
annals of tradition. But, it would remain popular only for 
one or two centuries. As time passes it would be treated as 
classical or traditional literature. But, Ramayana has extended 
its influence in the popular, religious and intellectual sections 
of India and many other countries till today. There are many 
Ramayanas, all interpretations of the original Ramayana - the 
Jain Ramayana, Buddhist Ramayana, Thai Ramayana, to quote 
a few. Even now, Ramayana is used as a theme for dance, 
theatre and film presentations in India and abroad.

There is a month in the Malayalam calendar, Karkitakam, the 
last month when the Adhyatma Ramayana version (written 
by the Malayalam poet, Tunchat Ezhuthachan) is read every 
night. The idea is to complete the reading of it once before 
the month ends. It is treated as an auspicious activity; 
people believe that it will bring them happiness, wealth 
and mental peace. There are other instances of Ramayana 
and its hero Rama taking an important place in the psyche 
of people. Tyagaraja, who is one of the connoisseurs of 
Carnatic music, chose Rama as his Ishta Devata (preferred 
deity) and composed innumerable songs on him. For Tulsidas, 
who wrote the famous Tulsidas Ramayana, Rama was God 
incarnate. Tulsidas is supposed to have said that when he 
talks of Ram he is not thinking of Dasarathaputra (son of 
Dasaratha) Ram, (mortal Ram), but the God incarnate. For 
Kabir, the Muslim poet, Ram and Allah were both godheads. 
Rukmini Devi, the founder of Kalakshetra who initiated the 
revival of Bharatanatyam (the classical dance of South India) 
composed her own Ramayana Ballad, which is even now 
danced by the Kalakshetra students. Paula Richman, a great 
American scholar has based her research on Ramayana and 
written several volumes on the epic. The legend of Ramayana 
has outlasted Time and Space and has lent itself to so many 
reinterpretations.  It is not unnatural, therefore, to wonder 
on the popularity of Ramayana and how it finds its expression 
in literary works and artistic creations over and over. Only 
Shakespeare has had this kind of popularity in literary and 
artistic circles. 

First and foremost, I think of Ramayana as the eternal love 
story of Rama and Sita. When we talk of love, it should be the 
unfailing love between two people.  I do not think much about 

Rama’s love for Sita. He was obsessed with his kingship and 
the responsibilities that it entailed.  For him his public image, 
that of an ideal king, was more important than his love for 
Sita. Otherwise, how could he have suspected her chastity, not 
once, but twice in a public manner? The first time, out of his 
over-solicitude towards the opinion of his prajas (subjects), 
he suspected her and forced her to prove her chastity through 
purification by fire. Even after that he was not very sure of her. 
So, he paid inordinate attention to the words of a washerman 
and banished her to the forest, without giving her a chance 
to question his order. Even in the final hour when she came 
to his court along with her sons, he had the audacity to ask 
her to announce her chastity to the public present in the 
court. That broke even Sita’s patience and she refused to do 
it. Instead she protested silently by disappearing into the 
bowels of Earth, her mother. In spite of this truly patriarchal 
and abominable behaviour, Rama has the reputation of one 
who upheld the principle of Ekapatnivrata (the value of 
being faithful only to one wife). He is quoted as the ideal of 
manhood and husbandhood. Every young girl wants to have a 
husband as steadfast and noble as Rama. He is known as the 
Maryadapurusha (the one who upholds all that is decent). So, 
even now, in the twenty first century when patriarchy has not 
died down, Rama is a hero figure for all men. They would like 
to idolize his memory, for that would give them the license to 
treat the women connected to them badly. So, I would say it 
is this doubly enhanced reputation as an ideal king and as an 
ideal husband that Rama’s story has become popular with the 
men of this world. In one sweep Rama, the star has captured 
the political, social and religious imaginations of men all over 
the world and since we still have a world dominated by men, 
the popularity of Ramayana has not waned. We can safely 
conclude that Ramayana will last as long as men and patriarchy 
rule the roost.

There is a flip side to this story. Think of Sita, the ignored, 
humiliated and unjustly punished wife of Rama. She loved him 
in spite of all the humiliations doled out to her by her husband 
and lover, Rama. Even when she gathers courage to question 
his actions against her as is shown in Malayalam poet Asan’s 
Chintavishtayaya Sita (“A Thoughtful Sita” – a long poem) she 
concludes by saying that her time in this world is up when she 
has to give up leaning on the shoulders of her Priya Raghava 
(darling Rama) and go to the next world. She claims she would 
never forget him; she would wait for him in the next world, 
when he can join her after concluding all his worldly and 
kingly responsibilities and they can continue their love life. 
No wonder, she has become the ideal of Indian womanhood 

RAMAYANA
The Epic that has outlived the 
principles of Time and Space
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– the woman who prefers security 
and the reputation of being faithful 
to one’s husband over freedom of 
the mind and the body. By creating 
such an ideal, the men blackmail 
women and keep them under their 
control. For all of them she can be 
the mask that they can wear and 

thus feel righteous and pure. So, preserving the Sita figure is 
also important to the patriarchal world. But, mercifully some 
intelligent and freedom loving women have seen through this 
cruel charade and have started reinterpreting  Ramayana, its 
hero and heroine . A questioning and bolder Sita has become 
the heroine of many artists and literary people like Sarah 
Joseph  and Kumaran Asan. There again lies one of the reasons 
for the popularity of Ramayana. It contains in it enough 
material to perpetuate it in its traditional mould as well as give 
scope for reinterpretation. The supporters as well as opposers 
find enough grist for the mill in Ramayana.

Another reason for the popularity of Ramayana is the creation 
of the institution of the anti-hero.  Look at Bali and Ravana. 
They had qualities which made them easily outshine a 
mealy-mouthed hero such as Rama. Bali could be defeated 
only through hidden methods. Ravana was a Siva Bhakta 
(worshipper of Siva), a Rudra Veena player and a warrior who 
could defeat even Kubera and all other celestial beings. A great 
king, he not only paid attention to the art of ruling, but created 
a sense of beauty in his people through encouragement of 
dance, music and other art forms. His intense love for Sita is 
also unparalleled. It was not just lust for another man’s wife, 
as some of the superficial interpretations suggest. Ravana was 
prepared to wage a war and be killed to retain Sita. 

I often think Sita would 
have been better off 
accepting Ravana’s love 
for her rather than pining 
for Rama. Ravana has 
inspired many literary 
people such as the late 
C.V. Sreekantan Nair who 
devoted an entire play 
Lanka Lakshmi to sing 
paens of praise on Ravana. 
Late E.V. Ramaswamy 
Naicker wrote Ravanayana 
celebrating the virtues 
of Ravana. In Kathakali 
and Kutiyattam, Ravana 
is not shown as a villain, 
but a hero – one who 
was unfortunate.  I am 
sure that Ravana gave 

inspiration to all the later anti-heroes who have found a place 
in Indian dance, theatre and cinema. Even Kumbhakarna, 
Ravana’s brother, is a good example of an anti-hero. His loyalty 
to Ravana, his elder brother, is unsurpassable.  So, we could 
easily say that the anti-hero was a creation of Ramayana if we 
choose to stay away from the good and the bad binary implicit 
in the epic.

There were other heroes also apart from the main hero in 
Ramayana. Bharata, whose love and respect for his brother is 
hailed as an all time great example, Lakshmana who gave up 
his worldly life for fourteen years to follow and protect Rama, 
Hanuman who was faithful to his leader, Sugriva, and later 
became an eternal devotee of Rama. These are also heroes 
who can be emulated till eternity and their presence also 
makes Ramayana eternal. 

Some people ascribe historical significance to Ramayana. They 
see Rama’s travel to the South, his conquest of the forest 
tribes near Godavari, the monkey king Bali and the Rakshasa 
(demon) king Ravana as the Aryan (outsider) invasion and 
conquest of the indigenous tribes that inhabited the south 
of India. Rama ruled from Ayodhya situated in the North of 
India and conquered all the kings and rulers of the South, thus 
consolidating his domination over the southern, indigenous 
people. 

Ramayana is also valuable if we look at it as a description of 
the places that Rama visited during his stay in the forest, in 
Sugriva’s kingdom and Lanka. These descriptions are done in a 
poetic manner and are very appealing.

Rama’s love for the Brahmins and their pronouncements 
during his reign is very significant. It is validation of Brahmin 
domination and suppression of the lower castes. It is therefore, 
important for Brahmins, the upper castes, to perpetuate 
Ramayana not only as a love poem but as the last word 
in political and social systems. So, they have now raised 
Ramayana to the level of a religious book and given it an 
elevated status. And they do their best to propagate Ramayana 
in order to preserve their own superiority also.

The question that remains is – Would it possible to accept 
Ramayana in its original form? As it is a book which upholds 
and praises patriarchal values, I as a woman find it impossible 
to accept it in its traditional garb. What gives me hope is the 
possibility of reinterpretation. Ramayana is like an ocean 
or a universe in itself. It offers scope for criticism as well as 
appreciation. We can write treatises on the characters of 
Rama, Sita, Lakshmana, Bharata, Hanuman and Ramayana. We 
can even use Ramayana as a testing ground for our own beliefs 
and ideologies. And finally we come to the love story aspect. A 
love story can never really die or lose appeal. We can use it as 
a scale to determine our own views of love. And as long as love 
is the foremost emotion cherished by all, Ramayana will not 
lose its appeal.   

Dr. Vasanthi Sankaranarayanan is a freelance journalist, film 
and art critic and translator. Her translations include Agni 
Sakshi, Outcaste, Inner Courtyard, Inner Spaces, Magic Vessel, 
The Retelling of Ramayana, Thattakam and Interview of 
Sarah Joseph by late Gita Hiranyan. Original writings include 
Tipu Sultan and Elephant Stories that Ammu heard. Vasanthi’s 
MLit thesis from Madras University was on “The Influence of 
Dance Drama on the Social and Cultural Life of Kerala”. She is 
presently based in Chennai.

Kumaran Asan,  
author of “Chintavishtayaya Sita” 

“Lanka Lakshmi” by C.V. 
Sreekantan Nair 
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Bhaskar’s Arts Academy presents

SYNOPSIS
Prologue

Valmiki (the first Sanskrit poet) not only wrote the original 
24,000-verse Ramayana, but also gave shelter to Rama’s wife 
Sita and taught the epic to Rama’s sons Lava and Kusha. As she 
watches her sons play, Sita recounts her story.

Ayodhya Kandam

Following their exile to the forest, Rama, the Prince of Ayodhya, 
meets Guha, the chieftain of the boat people. Rama, his wife 
Sita and brother Lakshmana are given a cordial welcome. Guha 
helps them cross River Ganges to Panchavati.

Aranya Kandam

At Panchavati, Lakshmana erects a cosy hut for Rama and Sita. 
Walking by, the demoness Soorpanaka sets her eyes on the 
splendidly handsome Rama and Lakshmana. Her lust results 
in a tragic end for her. More trouble comes in the form of 
Maricha, the golden deer. Sita is enamoured by Maricha and 
sends Rama to get it for her. Cries for help are heard a while 
later and Sita, believing it to be her husband’s voice, sends 
Lakshmana off to assist Rama. Against his better judgement 
Lakshmana goes away but not before marking a protective 
circle for Sita to stay within.  
The King of Lanka, Ravana, the 10-headed unbeatable one 
and a maestro vainika, instils terror in his enemies. He travels 
to Panchavati and dons the garb of a saint. Taken up by Sita’s 
exquisite beauty, he tricks her into stepping out of the magic 
circle. He then reveals his terrible form and abducts Sita by 
carrying her off in his flower chariot. 
Grief-stricken Rama searches for Sita in vain. He seeks the help 
of Hanuman, the King of the Monkeys.  

Sundara Kandam

Sitting in Asokavanam (Ravana’s palace), a distraught Sita is 
approached by Ravana in his grandest splendour. Disgusted 
by his advances, Sita picks up a piece of grass and addresses it 
instead. The enraged Ravana gives her a deadline to succumb 
to his advances. 
Having heard the conversation between Ravana and Sita, 
Hanuman reports back to Rama.

Yuddha Kandam

Hanuman guides the monkeys and builds a bridge from the 
south of India to Lanka. War between Rama and Ravana 
ensues. Rama overpowers Ravana and claims victory over 
Lanka. 
Hanuman brings news of Rama’s victory to Sita. The 
overwhelmed Sita is at a loss – nothing in the three worlds 
would be a suitable price for Hanuman’s great service to her. 
When he refuses to accept her gifts, she sends him off and 
waits eagerly for Rama’s arrival. 
But Rama disowns her. So bound was Rama to dharma, the 
concept of duty, to the citizens of Ayodhya, he sends Sita away 
although she had proven herself chaste. Her anguish is made 
worse by the suspicions and gossip of the people of Ayodhya. 
She relives the fire sacrifice all over again. 
But in the end, a grand reception (Pattabhishekam) awaits 
Rama and Sita in Ayodhya. 

SAMPOORNA 
RAMAYANA 
Through Sita’s Eyes
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CAST & CREW
DANCE 
Arulushamaheswary Anbalagan (Rama) 
Ambiga Krishnasamy (Sita/Narrator} 
Durkeshwari Anbalagan (Sita) 
Shangari Mogan (Ravana/Soorpanaka) 
Rathi Devi Vijanarayan (Lakshmana) 
Hemalatha Sathasivam (Hanuman/Guha) 
Gayathre Mogan (Maricha) 
Gayathri Krishnakumar (Lava) 
Gowrisri Krishnakumar (Kusa) 
Ahtherai Rashasegaran 
Buvaneswari Letchiman 
Dhanicca John Peter 
Gayathiri Rajagopal 
Kanagaeswary Balakrishnan 
Luvenia Niikii Kannan 
Miroshini Kannathasan 
Nandhini Sathasivam 
Nishalini Lakchimanathas 
Poojitha Kushboo Varadaraju 
Preyarathey Rajendran      
Priyadarshini Nagarajah     
Ravi Prakashini 
Revathy Dasan 
Saranea Ganesan 
Saranya Vijaya Kumar 
Senthilmalar Sivasubramaniam     
Shivani Loganathan 
Shruthilaya Ramachandran     
Shubaashini Vijayamohan 
Sulaja Dasan 
Sunitha Nair 
Usha Thevarajan 
Vanitha Supaya 
Yogeswari Elangovan

MUSIC 
Ampili Pradeep (vocals) 
Ambujah Thiru (nattuvangam)  
Harikrishnan (mridangam) 
TV Sajith (vocals & violin) 
Ghanavenothan Retnam (flute) 
Prasad (chanda) 
Arun TK (veena)

PRODUCTION 
Artistic Direction/Concept/Lead Choreography 
Santha Bhaskar (Singapore Cultural Medallion winner) 

CHOREOGRAPHY 
Ambujah Thiru 
Kalamandalam Biju 

MUSIC COMPOSITION 
Ghanavenothan Retnam

PROJECT MANAGEMENT 
Thava Rani Mohan

REHEARSAL DIRECTION 
Ambujah Thiru

SCRIPT 
Meenakshy Bhaskar

STAGE MANAGEMENT 
Selvamalar Sivasubramaniam

LIGHTING DESIGN 
Neewin Hershall

SOUND MANAGEMENT 
Sumen Veerasamy

SET DESIGN 
Tharmendra Jeyaraman

COSTUME/HAIR 
Rajandran Sallagri (JB)

TICKETING 
Shivashni Kummar 
Dhana Bharathi Mokhanasundaram
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ABOUT SAMPOORNA RAMAYANA – Through Sita’s Eyes 
Since its first Ramayana production in the 1960s, Bhaskar’s Arts 
Academy has staged this time-tested piece several times but 
for the Asian Performing Arts Festival in 1993, the epic took on 
a new perspective as Parinaamam. Incorporating an adaptation 
of Simon Tay’s later-day prose Sita’s Complaint, the same 
production was staged at the majestic Angkor Wat, Cambodia 
for the International Ramayana Festival in 1995. A fervid tour 
of North India followed in 1999, culminating in an emotionally-
stirring performance, for the audience as well as the cast, at 
Ayodhya. In 2002, the production travelled to various parts of 
Malaysia and as with all other previous presentations, locally 
and internationally, it was not only lauded for Santha Bhaskar’s 
choreographic genius and Ghanavenothan Retnam’s musical 
mastery, but also for the artistry and grace of the dancers. 

The cast of this production represents the fourth generation 
of the Academy’s dancers who themselves have grown up 
watching and being inspired by the production. Now, having 
imbibed the essence of Ramayana, they take over the reins 
from the generations before them. They will be performing 
to the original choreography with the accompaniment of the 
original music compositions. 

“…the dancers in brilliant costumes used subtle body language 
to convey the nuances of the story, coming together in a 
striking performance.” - The Straits Times, Singapore

“…choreographer Santha’s unique modern interpretation…  ” 
- ‘Prima Ramayana’ from S’pore stole show”...  
The Straits Times, Singapore  
(about the Cambodian festival) 

“Choreographed by Mrs Santha Bhaskar the dance 
play held the audience spellbound as the young 
artistes from Singapore presented beautifully one 
scene after another.” - The Times of India, India 

“…sheer theatre magic….” - The Hindustani Times, 
India

60 years and going strong

Sampoorna Ramayana – Through Sita’s Eyes marks 
another happy occasion in Bhaskar’s Arts Academy’s 
year-long celebration. At 60, the Academy has come 
a long way, thanks to the vision of Mr KP Bhaskar 
and the creativity of Mrs Santha Bhaskar. We could 
not have done it without the support of all teachers, 
students and parents. The Academy continues to 
flourish and will seek to push boundaries to remain 
at the forefront of the Indian performing arts scene 
in Singapore.

Supported by 
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Ambujah Thiru 

“The production, Ramayana, has been largely interwoven into 
my life. The first time I performed Ramayana was when I was 
still a teenager. I started off watching senior dancers take on 
main roles and danced mainly in the group dances. However, 
in time, I was fortunate enough to be given the role of Ravana 
despite being a junior dancer. We first performed Ramayana in 
Singapore before bringing the production to the international 
stage. Our first international performance for Ramayana was in 
Cambodia. The weather, the stage and so on were a challenge. 
However, I learnt to adapt to situations and improvised my 
dances. When we went to North India to perform, I was given 
the opportunity to perform the dual roles of Ravana and Sita. 
Ravana and Sita are depicted as being at extreme opposites of 
the paradigm. Portraying these characters taught me to depict 
demure and strong characters and also to shift between these 
two dynamic characters. By doing the role of Sita, I also learnt 
how to do narration in a dance drama.

Subsequently, I got married and did nattuvangam for 
Ramayana when it was once again staged in Singapore. It was 
a learning experience as my role had shifted from being a 
performer to being a nattuvanar. Now, as I re-stage Ramayana, 
my role is to teach the same Ramayana to the younger 
generation of dancers.

Ramayana has been a production that I have done through 
various stages of my life. Each time I took part in the 
production, I learnt something new and I evolved from being 
just a student of dance. I evolved to become a performer. From 
a performer, I matured into being a nattuvanar and now a 
choreographer. Each time I have undertaken Ramayana, I have 
been presented with different roles and challenges. However, 
the beauty of the epic only continues to become increasingly 
captivating as new ideas have brought forth a renewal of 
performing and portraying the epic” …. 

Ambujah Thiru is a senior teacher and choreographer 
at Bhaskar’s Arts Academy and a student of Mrs Santha 
Bhaskar. A dedicated performer who believes in completely 
surrendering herself to Dance, she has this time decided to go 
behind the scenes and teach the next generation of students 
what she has learnt from her Guru. Her own inimitable style 
of performing, including her portrayals of the demure and 
vulnerable Sita and her majestic and stunning Ravana, have 
left her students open-eyed with admiration.

JOURNEYING 
THROUGH THE 
RAMAYANA

Ambujah as Ravana

Ambujah as nattuvanar at a Ramayana stage rehearsal 

Ambujah as Sita
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Maya Dance Theatre

The Unheard Voices  
of Women in  
ANWESHA - THE QUEST
Local Singapore dance company, Maya 
Dance Theatre, that is celebrating its fifth 
anniversary, recently presented “ANWESHA-
The Quest”, an Asian contemporary dance 
production on 3rd and 4th August 2012 at the 
Goodman Arts Centre, Singapore. 

As the here and now transcends the moments 
of myth reconstructed, we stand witness 
to the unease that gripped the psyche of 
those women whose voices we did not pay 
attention to. “Anwesha- The Quest” is an 
unsettling physical dialogue that invites 
us to probe into the traditional narrative 
that binds Sita, the heroine of Ramayana. 
It is a dialogue that compels the body to 
writhe in tensed agony, revealing a shackled 
inner world that has just been provoked to 
seek redress, reclamation and ultimately 
reconciliation. Will she find in us, her own 
voice that we are compelled to heed, in spite 
of her past?

Inspired from Asian contemporary 
dance training with Indonesian dance 
choreographer Eko Supriyanto, ANWESHA 
explored movement vocabulary derived in-
collaboration with the dancers and artistic 
director, Kavitha Krishnan, who is trained 
in Bharathanatyam. ANWESHA featured 
eight dancers from Singapore, Malaysia and 
Indonesia (Bali), with music by renowned 
music composer and ethnomusicologist, Dr. 
Rahayu Supanggah from Indonesia, who has 
composed music for Robert Wilson’s I La 
Galigo, Ong Keng Seng’s Lear Dreaming and 
Opera Jawa (film and theatre production).

Apart from the Singapore staging, 
“ANWESHA, The Quest” was also presented 
in Indonesia and Malaysia as part of its 
Southeast Asia Tour. 

Image courtesy Maya Dance Theatre 
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Temple of Fine Arts

RAMAYANA  
An Asian Cultural 
Confluence
Temple of Fine Arts celebrates its 
30th anniversary this year with a 
production based on the ever relevant 
epic Ramayana.

The epic, a tale of principles and 
virtues is very relevant in today’s 
world deprived of the very ethos of 
its existence. A thread of sacredness 
runs through the characters (whether 
living or non-living) and their inter-
relationships epitomized by Lord 
Rama’s depiction of Maryada-
Purshottama – person of unsurpassed 
integrity and principles.

Ramayana – An Asian Cultural 
Confluence is an attempt to highlight 
the relevance of this epic through the 
potent medium of the arts. A dance 
drama inspired by the art forms of 
all the places where Ramayana has a 
place in people’s hearts.

The subtle and overt inspirations of 
art-forms like Bharathanatyam, Odissi, 
Kathak, Balinese, Thai and Folk create 
a magic of their own in each rendition 
of this dance drama by the teachers 
and students of the institute.

The surreal aura of this production 
has touched the hearts and souls of 
thousands across the globe for the last 
20 years. The grandeur of the decades 
old spectacle has been kept alive by a 
multi-generational troupe of dedicated 
volunteers giving this show a feel of 
divine longing. While costumes and 
backdrops that have been artistically 
handcrafted by these very volunteers 
are awe inspiring, the relentless 
effort of the backstage crew provide a 
technically class act each time.

Image courtesy Temple of Fine Arts  
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1st & 2nd September at NAFA Lee Foundation Theatre, Singapore

“Participating in a programme like Sangita Ankuram would be an 
honour for any young musician. In this regard, it was a privilege 
for me to be part of this year’s event. While I have performed 
on stage several times before, presenting one’s level of musical 
knowledge to an audience consisting of eager parents, supportive 
friends and critical judges was a different experience altogether. 
Amongst many other things, my involvement in Sangita Ankuram 
2012 taught me how important and necessary it is to present 
what we have learnt to an audience, for it is the only way we will 
discover both our strengths and weaknesses. As such, this event 
also gave me the opportunity to work on my weakness: Stage 
Fear. Sangita Ankuram 2012 turned out to be a brilliant platform for 
me to conquer this stage fear for it was a confidence booster. Even 
as I conclude this reflection, I would not be doing justice if I don’t 
mention my Guru, Ampili Teacher for not only giving me this 
golden opportunity but for training me accordingly. Thank you very 
much. I look forward to next year’s Sangita Ankuram with much 
anticipation”… Pavithra d/o Muthaiyan   

“Our participation in this year’s Sangita Ankuram will definitely be 
etched in our minds forever. It was our debut of singing individual 
Swaras for a performance. Starting from nervousness and stage 
fright, we have come a long way in our musical journey with countless 
practice sessions that built our confidence and bonding between 
group members. We picked up on each other’s strengths and helped 
each other on our weaknesses. 

We are ever grateful for the trust Arasakumari teacher placed in 
our capabilities and the effort she put into bringing out the best in 
each one of us. We also had the pleasure of working with Gowtham 
(mridangam) and Mr Sajith (violin), who were forthcoming in the 
support rendered. The sense of accomplishment we felt after the 
performance was immense and created a strong bond between us and 
music. 

For us, the past 6 to 8 years of Sangita Ankuram has been the day 
we ourselves evaluate our progress, more than anyone else doing it 
for us. When we complete our performances, we give ourselves a pat 
on the back as well as tell ourselves about the areas we would like to 
work on, to become not only better musicians but devotees of music… 
Nanthini, Shivani, Rekha, Devika

SANGITA 
ANKURAM 2012 
Students’ Experiences 

“Namaskar!! This year was our second Sangita Ankuram performance 
and we really enjoyed it. Platforms like these are important for 
beginners to overcome stage fear and gain confidence to perform in 
public. We would like to thank our gurus Mrs. Binsin and Mr. Sajith for 
their efforts in teaching us.  This time we accompanied the vocalists 
and it was a different experience from just playing violin on its own. It 
has been two years since we started and we have enjoyed each class 
more than the previous one. We would like to thank our gurus for 
their patience, motivation and encouragement. We would also like to 
thank Uncle and Aunty Bhaskar for providing us with this opportunity 
to perform”…Suruchi and Suresh

“When Ghana Sir told us that we were to perform for the Sangita 
Angkuram, I didn’t believe it. After all, the classes started only in 
May 2012 and we had just started practicing Mohanam, one of 
the sweetest and easier ragas. The members of the group were 
Shalini, Saravanadas, Amrithkiran and I. Ghana Sir gave us the 
notes of Nagumomu in Madhyamavati – this was to be performed 
on stage. We played the notes and the first time it would have been 
very amusing to hear. Ghana Sir said he was happy and frankly, I 
thought it was a big disaster. From then on it was intense practice. 
We practised at our homes and at the weekly classes continuously. 
With the enormous support and encouragement of Ghana Sir, all 
were confident we would do well. All the practice sessions were fun, 
never was there any pressure for us to perform – only praise and 
encouragement. There was a rehearsal with the mridangam and all 
the teachers who assembled gave us a lot of encouragement and 
confidence. There was virtually no anxiety at all.

Suddenly the day came. We were all in our ethnic clothes and were 
to perform in front to Prince Rama Varma, a scion of the Travancore 
Royal family, a direct descendent of the great Swathi Thirunal. Now all 
of us felt a little anxious. Apart from the Prince, we had an audience 
too who would listen. And this was the first time on stage. I believe 
that was the fear, and not whether we could do the piece well. Of 
course all the time, we had encouragement from everybody.  On the 
stage we sat with Ghana Sir in front giving the taalam. We started, a 
bit slowly first, but then picked up and played reasonably well, from 
the feedback received. Ghana Sir was very pleased and we were happy 
to note this.  The whole experience was very enjoyable. It gave all of 
us a lot of confidence and we are sure that from next time onwards, 
it will only get better and better. A big thanks must be given to the 
Academy for giving us the opportunity for performing on the stage, 
which will certainly help in overcoming stage fright to a large extent”… 
Manavedan Bhaskaran

Nanthini, Shivani, Rekha, Devika

Violin students Suruchi Arora 
& Suresh Menon 
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UPCOMING 
EVENTS
October 2012
10 AEP Rhythmic Experience at Temasek Junior 

College
14 King Lear (Kathakali) at Goodman Arts Centre 
18 AEP Deepavali Story (Kathakali) at Beatty 

Secondary School 
19 Arangetram by Sruthilaya  

at University Cultural Centre
22 - 24 Navarathri pooja at Nrityalaya
27 “Arts for All”: Hanuman Thoothu - a Therukoothu 

Performance at Ang Mo Kio library.

November 2012
25 Manjari-Talent Development Programme at 

Nrityalaya

December 2012 
15 Kathak and Mohiniyattam Performance by 

Angelina at Substation

Sruthilaya

Scene from King Lear

Angelina Morozova



16 Aesthetics  |  September 2012

#01-01 Stamford Arts Centre 155 Waterloo Street Singapore 187962 
Tel: +65 6336 6537 Fax: +65 6334 0326 Email: nas@pacific.net.sg Website: www.nas.org.sg

Art Gallery and Office: 19, Kerbau Road Singapore 219158 
Tel: +65 6336 6537/ +65 6396 4523 Fax: +65 6334 0326 Email: nas@pacific.net.sg 

To make a donation to bhaskars arts academy please visit our website: www.bhaskarsartsacademy.org

Overseas Branches 
2764, Hawk Landings Court, Placerville, CA 95667, USA Tel: +1(916)337 4834 

Shwimmbadstrasse 3, 79100 Freiburg, Germany

Nrityalaya Aesthetics Society


