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What is Multidisciplinary Art? In recent years it is a term that one comes across so
often as creative artists and as viewers. But what does it really mean and when did it
begin? Is it a modern day phenomenon or has it always been in existence?
For this issue of Aesthetics, I felt it would be timely and relevant to revisit the term
‘Multidisciplinary Art’ – to understand what it means to established artists and scholars
as well as to take a look at processes that exist in the realm of the multidiscplinary.
Dr. Tan Swie Hian speaks about his unique experiment with the Singapore Chinese
Orchestra that opened the Singapore Arts Festival way back in 2003. Mrs Santha
Bhaskar has penned her recollections and experiences in creating Vibrations, a work
that saw the coming together of Sufi mysticism with dance, sound, music, theatre and
video projection. Also featured is Singaporean visual artist Dr. S. Chandrasekaran’s
biological arts experiment Infinite Saree, a collaboration with Bhaskar’s Arts Academy.
We are also extremely fortunate to have Dr. Tan Swie Hian, Mrs Santha Bhaskar, Mdm
Goh Lay Kuan, Dr. Urmimala Sarkar and Dr. S. Chandrasekaran share their responses
to the question ‘What is Multidisciplinary Art?’ It is a very vast ocean and there will be
more on the topic in the next issue.
In drawing the thread from our previous issue ‘Crossing Oceans’, Delhi-based dancer,
choreographer and social anthropologist Dr. Urmimala Sarkar and Singaporean
dancer Chan Sze-Wei share their experiences on the subject of travel and the artist.
A delightful aspect of this issue is that we have voices from a very wide range of ages
and stages of journey. At the youngest end of the spectrum, are students of Nrityalaya
who talk candidly about what performing for Balanrityam and Ilayarnatanam (an event
aimed at introducing young talent to the performance platform) has meant to them.
In celebrating 60 years of Bhaskar’s Arts Academy, we are extremely privileged to have
a very special cover that has been designed by Singapore’s celebrated multidisciplinary
artist, Dr. Tan Swie Hian. The oil painting, The Celestial Web, encompasses the concepts
of the Goddesses Gaia, Vasumitra and all of life – from the ‘jasmine by the window’ to
the ‘eternity of the cosmos’.
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 by Tan Swie Hian, and inspired by the Avatamsaka Sutra)
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Therukoothu Performance

Prachodana by
Shivashini Kummar
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February 2012
3
AEP Kathakali Performance – The Story Of Singapore
at CHIJ Secondary School
8
AEP Bharatanatyam performance at Simei ITE East
11
JTB Show at NAS
16, 17, 18
Kumar’s Amazing Race at Esplande Theatre
18
Kathak Performance by Pallavi at NUS (charity event
by SIET)
22
AEP Kathakali Performance at National Junior College,
Story of Mahabharatha- Narakasuravadham
24, 25
Prachodana - Bharatanatyam Performance by
Shivashini Kummar at Substation
27, 28, 29
Kathakali Workshop for NIE students at NAS
March 2012
7, 8, 9
JTB Show at NAS
10, 16, 17
Kathakali at Raffles City organised by NAC
Mar 31, Apr 1 Infinite Saree - collaboration with Biological Arts
Theatre at Goodman Arts Centre
Mar 31, Apr 1 Washer Women Dance at Asian Civilisations Museum
April 2012
21, 22
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Balanrityam & Ilayarnatanam at NAFA Lee Foundation
Theatre
Hemalatha Sathasivam -Bharatanatyam Arangetram at
UCC
Dasavatharam at Asean Minister’s Conference at
Mandarin Orchard Hotel
JTB Show – Music, Dance & Yoga at Nrityalaya

Photographs Courtesy Nrityalaya
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Chan Sze-Wei

A window seat, please

DANCING AND
When I cross a border, I hesitate over the
boxes Holiday and Business.
I am tempted to draw in another box for
Art, or Life.
Backpacking around Europe as a student, I learned about “the
school of solo travel”. Ironically, from another Singaporean. He
was a solitary contract pilot living out of hotel rooms between
cargo flights. I learned from him that this “school” is anywhere.
It is the place where you have the pleasure of hearing your
own thoughts, of infusing your brain with new air, new images
and new people. The contrast is a welcome distraction, or
a lens with which you can look back home with unexpected
clarity.
Six years later I wasn’t thinking romantically about travel any
more. I was relieved to give up my office job, and with it the
madness of business travel. I was fed up of bumpy flights and
living out of my suitcase in sterile hotel rooms. I had decided
to give a shot at becoming a dancer, and I was hoping for a bit
of a break from flying and driving. More time in one place,
which I presumed would be the theatre or studio or the MRT
on the way there. That’s actually an accurate description of
what many of my friends do now. But who knew that my
version of an artist’s life would include as much checking in
and even more roughing out. As it turns out, travelling for art
is turning out to be less incentivized but more fulfilling than
travelling for business.

Perhaps I’m moving because I haven’t yet learned to be still.
Also because I’m lucky to be living in a country with one of the
best-established arts funding structures in Asia - that makes
moving easier. I have been on the road for an unexpected
amount of time the past year, since I went from full-time art
student to full-time artist. I have been rehearsing, performing,
and learning, minus so many of the daily distractions that
suck me in when I am at home - technique classes to keep
up fitness, part time jobs to pay the bills, additional projects,
social life. In the ensemble piece I worked on recently, I lived so
closely to my collaborators for six weeks that our lives became
the work and the work our lives. Terrifically intense, thank
goodness it wasn’t longer than six weeks. It was wonderful to
be able to focus on a single project instead of the scattered
repertoire and overlapping projects that many of us often end
up doing back home. Some of the focus and discipline that I
now try to recapture when I step from my many busy lives back
into the studio to create something new.

Stretching our legs between Luang Prabang and Vientiane
The first stop – the border. Do I really want to have an
extended conversation with every immigration official who
asks “What is the purpose of your trip?” I am gratified that
so many random people are interested in hearing about
performance projects as opposed to stamping passports and
profiling potential terrorists.

Contact improv jamming at Moving East, London
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My sincere answers are naturally not ideal for immigration
counters. Thank you for asking! The purpose is to observe the
world! To rehearse in unfamiliar spaces, to play to audiences in
big cities, small towns, village communities, and tell them what
my body has been thinking about. To pique their imagination
and represent an “other”. To play to audiences who have never
seen dance, to hear them giggle and feel their breath on my
skin. To abandon every pre-judgement I could have made
about each of these places and people.
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MOVING

Rehearsing “Six
Degrees” by
Jayanthi Siva
at Metro Arts,
Brisbane

Some artists get fabulous work done without ever leaving
home. They travel internally, I suppose. I also have artist
friends who tell me they dislike travelling. That plunging alone
into international festivals in unfamiliar settings can be very
lonely and cold.
Audience before a show at la Chartreuse de Villeneuve,
Villeneuve-lez-Avignon
I still enjoy many of the same things about travelling. New
sights, sounds, tastes, smells. The temporary camaraderie
of travelling companions. All of this pales in comparison to
how much I enjoy performing in new and different places.
What a pleasure to have fresh eyes. Audiences that you can
amaze and touch. I can still feel the press of the last audience
I played to at the Fang Mae Khong dance festival in Laos last
year, in the cool night below the bemused gaze of President
Souphanouvong and the hills of Luang Prabang. Maybe three
hundred people, squeezed into standing room and peeking
from benches or the tops of cars just to be able to see... They
were completely along with us for the ride. We were all
amazed together.
The stage was my first love when I was a teenager, but now I
have grown to love performing out in the open. Open spaces
and open environments, audiences who have never seen
someone like you. With each day the work changes. I change.

For me the other half of the pleasure is in coming home. I take
some of the audience energy from everywhere and bring it
home with me. Singapore looks new, too.

My first outdoor performing space, Thakhek
Sze-Wei stepped into a dance class as a university physical
education requirement when she was 20. She hasn’t stopped
dancing since, in New York, Paris and Singapore. In 2011, she
completed a diploma at the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts as
Best Dance Graduate. Sze-Wei has performed works by local
and international choreographers, and has toured to Delhi
and New York with Nirmala Seshadri’s ‘This and That’. SzeWei’s recent choreographies include ‘The Always Sea’ (2011),
‘Clean’ (2011), and ‘Have You Eaten?’ (2011). Her next project
is “I watched the flowers” in collaboration with Nirmala
Seshadri.

Studio theatre of Metro Arts, Brisbane
Photographs courtesy Chan Sze-Wei
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Dr. Urmimala Sarkar Munsi
Author (2nd from right) in
a dance called ‘Snanam’

MEMORY AS
EXPERIENCE:
DANCED DREAMS
Dance as if there is no one watching you – this is a popular
saying that is commonly heard about the ideal way to engage
with the act of dancing. At several levels dancers are asked
to create their own world where they practice, perfect and
perform to the exclusion of everything and everyone else. It
is true of the classical dance trainings for many dancers. The
start may be in a group, but the moment the student shows
promise, s/he has to practice to become better than the rest.
In all this somewhere the sense of community is left behind
and the dancer walks a solitary path, where everyone with a
possibility of sharing the same public space and time, including
one’s own teacher and student, register as competitors,
threatening to claim a share of the audience, the patronage,
and the proscenium space. It is a common complaint therefore,
that dancers are very individualistic, they do not want to or
know how to work in a group and so on and so forth.
Since the age of five, I have belonged to the world of dance, or
rather dance has been my world. Today I sit down to write my
story – it’s the story of a person, who actually learnt to be with
other human beings, sharing and caring through the wonderful
activity of dancing and touring as a part of a dance troupe. This
is also a story of a person who feels immensely lucky to have
learnt dancing in an institution, where the teacher (in her own
words) repeatedly said that she did not want to create dancers,
but actually wanted to create good human beings.
I have been an only child, living in a joint family but there was
nobody else of my age in the extended family structure that
I was a part of. I joined Uday Shankar India Culture Centre
in 1966, the dance school established by Amala and Uday
Shankar in Kolkata in 1965.
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The training was special. We had to attend three classical
dance classes (Manipuri, Kathakali and Bharatanatyam), as well
as one class on the Uday Shankar style of creative dance. The
class on creative style was conducted by Smt Amala Shankar
herself. Recognizing and appreciating music, which was created
for each exercise of the class, improvised and played live by
experienced musicians using Sarod, Flute and Tabla, was the
first group activity. Movements in the creative class were
drawn from everyday life – sometimes experimenting with
walking on different rhythms, sometimes expressing through
movements, words like “no”, “give”, “go”, or sometimes
imitating the postures of someone sitting or standing in a
particular way, or making movements with English or Bengali
alphabets or numbers. It was as if I was looking at the world
though dance, and everything around me had started dancing!
The training was rigorous as well, full of disappointments and
highs, connected to simple facts like standing in the first line
or the second one, or being a part of a performance or not. In
our minds we already were socialized to measure our success
or failure in the accepted manner, always registering when
someone was chosen to be in the first line, or for a particular
role or for a “more visible” position etc. Looking back, I
understand what a monumental task it must have been for our
teacher to “normalize” aspirations, in a way where one learnt
to accept evaluation as a normal part of one’s life, and in fact
constantly be self-critical so that it became easy to volunteer
to step back and let someone else go forward. It was a learning
and unlearning time, which many of the students and parents
could not take, and those who stuck on had actually won a
huge game of self-discipline as well as learning to acknowledge
the importance of a collective, where dancing well individually
was of no importance unless one was able to perform with a
group as a part of the group and contribute towards building
the collective image.
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Innumerable trips with the dance troupe of Uday Shankar India
Culture Centre – both within and outside India since then, have
really made me acknowledge how much there was to learn,
beyond dance. My dance skills may have been instrumental in
giving me a space in the troupe, but the rest of the learning –
especially the importance of being there for the troupe and not
for myself, to be interested in seeing new things, new sights,
meeting and enjoying new people, and trying to absorb the
sights, sounds and wonders all around – gave me the strength
to enjoy and endure many things in my everyday life. Now,
when I take my students for field trips for the anthropological
and ethnographical research related to Performance Research,
all those moments of sharing come back to me as strength and
insight to make the work easier in an area.
Let me share a few experiences. My first tour as a troupe
member (albeit the junior most) was at the age of 12 years. I
was going to Jamshedpur, with my teacher Smt Amala Shankar
and a number of dancers- both male as well as female. High
on being away from family with friends, I forgot the principal
purpose of the outing - the performance. Constant talking,
joking and lack of attention and focus, led to a number of
mistakes by me and a number of the junior friends- all firsttimers like me. I shall never forget the scolding after the show
–“Never ever forget the purpose of the trip – all other things
need to come after the performance”.
There are so many other stories to share. But here I guess I
would like to narrate a second story about our trip to Sikkim,
before Sikkim became a part of India. Five of us travelled to
Bagdogra from Kolkata on a small plane. This was my first
airplane ride, I was in 8th standard. Mashima (as we address
Mrs Amala Shankar) asked me to come and sit beside her in
the plane. I was in the window seat, and the whole way she
kept drawing my attention to the landscape that was visible
from the window, while she identified important rivers, peaks,
making my trip memorable in more ways than one. In the
process I started visualizing India’s aerial picture which became
my first experience of a live map.
It was in 1980 that I was promoted to perform the role of Rama
after having been Lakshmana for seven years. We were often
asked to perform at huge gatherings - open fairs organized
by the government on occasions like Dassehra, special open
air celebrations of big private business houses, festivities of
non- governmental organizations etc. The final scene of Seeta
Swayamvara is a procession of Rama, Lakshmana and Seeta
going through the audience with a celebratory procession
after Rama’s marriage, ending in the procession going up on
the proscenium once again. Rama, then takes the centre stage
with Seeta and Lakshmana on both his sides while the royal
festivities go on all around. The procession through the crowd
gave the audience a chance to come closer to Rama and that
is the time when numerous members of the audience literally
came for blessings, touched Rama’s feet, asked him to bless
a child by placing the child at his feet, or started dancing
alongside the procession. Rama then became a part of the
crowd, a prince visiting his subjects, as the crowd was drawn
into the celebratory group and became a participant in the
wedding celebrations. At those moments which demanded
spontaneous reactions and responses, I was Rama. As I look
back and analyse my feelings of those moments I identify a
curious dichotomy of roles that was experienced by me as
Rama at those moments. On one hand I was aware of my being
a female, feeling vulnerable at the huge crowd surging forward
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An outdoor shooting in 1969, where Uday Shankar is seen with
Ravi Shankar and Amala Shankar with author and other young
students of junior section of Uday Shankar India Culture Centre
surrounding him
and touching my feet. But on the other hand I was being Rama,
having to responsibly perform the act of blessing everyone. A
fleeting movement between partial to complete identification
with Rama on one hand and a dissociated presence while
‘performing Rama’ on the other hand.
Our tour of West Africa would be memorable for some entirely
different reasons, again teaching me that what I learnt was not
only connected to my dance experience but was adding up to
my life experience. Even before going, Mashima made me (by
then one of the senior-most members of the troupe) distribute
facts about the countries we would visit, knowing fully well
that many of the dancers had no inclination or interest about
knowing the countries that they were about to visit. On our
journey which started with Yemen, and continued through
Nigeria, Liberia and Sierra Leone, the rainbow of experiences
were constantly monitored and structured by the discussions
on the country’s geography, population and ethnic make-up,
language, religion, economy and so much other information
that the group members needed to know. As we moved from
one city to the other within countries and from one country
to the other so far away from home, we were constantly
becoming richer by our experience and learning to appreciate
the differences in food, lifestyles, dresses, cultures, and
vibrancy of dance music and songs.
Experience makes a person- it is said! It is my association with
my beloved dance institution “Uday Shankar India Culture
Centre” that, I believe, had made me realize what I wanted to
be – a sensitive teacher, a committed adventurer, a curious
observer , and an experimental dancer.

Dr. Urmimala Sarkar Munsi teaches Dance Studies and
Documentation of living traditions at the School of Arts and
Aesthetics, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. She is a
Social Anthropologist and a dancer/ choreographer/ and has
several publications. She is the Vice President of World Dance
Alliance- Asia Pacific and the Secretary of Dance AllianceIndia Chapter.

Photographs courtesy Urmimala Sarkar Munsi
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WHAT IS
MULTIDISCIPLINARY ART?
In recent years it is a term that one comes across so often as creative artists and as viewers. But what does it really mean and when did it
begin? Is it a modern day phenomenon or has it always been in existence?

“Haven’t classical Indian dance forms always been inherently multidisciplinary? The history of classical Indian dance can be broadly divided
into two periods. The first between 2nd century BC to 9th century AD, and the second from 10th century AD to 18th century AD. In the first
period, Sanskrit played an important role, and there was a strong link between dance, music, sculpture, literature and drama. Dance was so
enmeshed in the other art forms that there was no separate text on dance. In fact the Natya Sastra, the basic text for Indian drama, included
one chapter on dance as an essential part of drama. To revisit and explore the fundamental multidisciplinary nature is to gradually discover the
vast untapped potential that the forms offer for modern day experimentation.”… ‘What is Choreography? The Implications and Ramifications’,
Nirmala Seshadri, 2007.

Dr. Tan Swie Hian - artist, calligrapher, poet and
translator. A Cultural Medallion recipient, he has
received the Legion of Honour, France’s highest
award.

Dr. Tan Swie Hian: A multidisciplinary artist crosses boundaries,
delving into different disciplines. Wang Wei of the Tang Dynasty is a
poet, painter, musician. Da Vinci of the Renaissance Period is artist,
designer, engineer, scientist. Multidisciplinary art is artistic creation
with the use of various mediums, both in form and content. Even
within one art form, a multidisciplinary approach could be adopted,
such as mixing oil with ink or acrylic or combining painting with music
or sculpture or other genres. Within dance, if you introduce other
elements such as tai chi or kung fu, it becomes multidisciplinary.
Multidisciplinary art is an expression of a spirit rather than a
particular school of thought and techniques. When one’s mind is free,
he becomes a creator and the freedom of his mind, when reflected in
artistic creation, is naturally multidisciplinary. Surrealism is found in
“The Book of Mountains and Seas” of the Warring States Period, not
just in the works of Breton and Dali. Multidisciplinary art is, in many
ways, a rediscovery and reinvention of the long-standing traditions.

Madam Goh Lay Kuan - distinguished choreographer,
arts educator and winner of the Cultural Medallion.
She is the co-founder of Practice Performing Arts
School and The Theatre Practice.

Madam Goh Lay Kuan: When you dance, if you bring different kinds of
expression into the dance, it becomes multidisciplinary. It is a mixture
of forms/cultures/technical aspects. Different art forms, different
cultures work together. It starts with just meeting. That is how we
know, gain knowledge, understand, learn. It is cultural research –
you have to understand in depth, not just at the surface where it
looks like it’s just patched together. In the next stage, it becomes so
familiar that it becomes part of you, it comes naturally. Stretching
yourself outside of your original understanding and being able to feel
comfortable and familiar. This takes many years. Here in Singapore,
this kind of blending is very weak because we do not live closely
enough. We need to have a curiosity about other cultures (I was
fortunate to have grown up in such an environment) and this is lacking
here in Singapore. Right from the old days, we have lived in separate
areas; human nature is such that we get automatically separated.
And then western culture stepped in to become the core, the superior
culture. The Chinese, Malays and Indians have felt that their own
culture is inferior to British culture. Ballet and contemporary dance is
always the best! We need to step on the shoulders of our ancestors.
Who are we to say they are not important, because they are not
contemporary? So, we have to learn to go beyond technique and into
the culture. When it is difficult to comprehend one single culture, how
multidiscplinary can we be? But, we are so used to instant noodles
work, for survival.
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Santha Bhaskar – artistic director and chief
choreographer of Nrityalaya Aesthetics Society and
Bhaskar’s Arts Academy. A recipient of the Cultural
Medallion, she is also chief choreographer at the
Centre for the Arts (National University of Singapore).

Santha Bhaskar: The multidisciplinary approach is a way of innovating
art using knowledge from multiple fields to solve a problem.
Bharathanatyam as I understand it is a multidisciplinary art form in
its presentation and expression. It offers enough room to create and
innovate. I am grateful to our heritage, culture and our Gurus and
Saints for giving this art to the world. I have always been drawn to
the sphere of multidiscplinary expression. It is not new. I have always
wanted to communicate and share ideas. May be I am a person who
would like to think before I choreograph?

Dr. Urmimala Sarkar Munsi - social anthropologist,
dancer and choreographer. Teaches Dance Studies
and Documentation of living traditions at the School
of Arts and Aesthetics, Jawaharlal Nehru University,
New Delhi.

Dr. Urmimala Sarkar Munsi: Art is always multidisciplinary, in my
opinion. We constantly source history and societal normative practices
in artistic practices. Classical dances of India are existing practices
which have been formalised in the post independence era, with the
help of sculptural, scriptural and historical references. Hence the
dances themselves are not just mere movements communicating
bodily meanings but go far beyond that to reference history, society,
scriptures and other arts like sculpture, music, etc. Hence, for us, art
has most probably always been a multidisciplinary concept.

Dr. S. Chandrasekaran - a visual artist whose work
focuses on post-humanism and investigating
bodily presence in relation to life sciences, through
performance art. Recipient of the Young Artist Award,
he is the Artistic Director/ Founder of the Biological
Arts Theatre Group.

Dr. S. Chandrasekaran: Multidisciplinary art is a study of various
disciplines in an exploratory manner. For example, the artistic
languages are different between visual art and theatre. By merging
these two disciplines, it gives rise to various interpretations in
understanding the final outcome. I don’t think traditional arts
as a fine art discipline can be described as multidisciplinary art.
Traditional arts have been layered with various structures. To be
engaged with traditional arts in relation to the multidisciplinary,
it needs clear research and engagement with the notion of body,
materials and narrative. This then provides a clear understanding of
traditional aesthetics which then puts us in a position to engage with
multidisciplinary expression.
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Santha Bhaskar

VIBRATIONS
A MULTIDISCIPLINARY DANCE
PRESENTED BY NUS INDIAN
DANCE FOR ESPLANADE
By being “trapped and imprisoned” in the present dance
productions I am unable to remember the past. It is a worrying
situation. You work intensely to create something beautiful and
satisfying and at a certain point you experience some distance
from that work and let it go as you move into other creations.
What was the beginning of Vibrations? I was inspired by
this book written by the Sufi mystic and philosopher Hazrat
Inayat Khan, about vibrations in music and how it brings to
life ancient theories of nature, life, sound and music. In Sufi
and Indian thought, every being is formed of vibrations, and in
man, it is varying degrees of these vibrations that give rise to
emotions.
According to Khan, the great composers of Indian music
and the saints who sang were all in their ecstasies of love;
Sufi music is also about falling in love and experiencing that
magical moment. This brought me closer to the compositions
of Saint Thyagaraja and Sri Muthuswami Deekshitar to start my
choreography. Though their music is not considered suitable
for Bharathanatyam, I love and adore these great compositions
and I enjoy translating them into dance. My first try was Sri
Deekshitar’s Kanchadalaayathaakshi in Kamalamanohari
ragam.
Vibrations was very different from my usual performance
work. The musicians and dancers did not have direct contact
with each other. Vocalist Smt. Bhagya Murthy, mridangist
late Santhosh Menon, flautist Ghanavenothan Retnam and
S. Arun on veena - they were all separated and seated at
different sides of the theatre studio and not facing the dancers
but facing the audience. The dancers performed behind the
musicians. Musicians generally want to hear their feedback
through a monitor system to feel the music. The question here
was - why must you hear the feedback to feel the music? How
do you feel music? How do you feel dance? There must be an
inner experience that we are not aware of. These still remain
as questions.
This production’s lighting, video, sound and props were created
through a collaborative process with a group of artistes called
Collective Mayhem – Mr. Andy (lighting), Mr. Jeffrey (sound)
and Mr. Chan Man Loon (video). The dancers were from
CENTRE FOR THE ARTS [NUS] and the work was commissioned
by Esplanade. Music and dance worked closely until the stage
rehearsals, and the Collective Mayhem came to watch the
choreography and recorded the music and video recorded
the movements. We rehearsed for a week at the venue to
feel the props, to have a sense of space and to dance while
the video was playing. So much was happening. The dancers
and musicians were a bit confused by the whole idea of being
disconnected from each other.
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Golden strips of screen were the props for the whole
production. When the lights were on the screen and the
dancers entered the stage from behind the screen, it was a
magical moment for the dancers and the audience.
Lix Xie, a theatre artist, opened the show with a glass bowl
filled with water and golden fishes swimming in it. She kept
her face in the bowl and started breathing and narrating a text
in Mandarin. The vibrations she created in the water and the
sound of her breath were the music for our dancers’ opening
piece. There was harmony in the opening - the dancers
improvised movements and the vibrations the artiste created
did gel.
Dancers Meera and Srilakshmi ‘s piece on Navarasa, the nine
emotions, was video recorded in a distorted manner and they
danced live to the musicians’ accompaniment; the musicians
played without looking at the dancers. This was a bit tricky,
because they had to be coordinated and synchronised. The
lights, sound, music and dance did not work very well during
rehearsals, but the commitment to the work was strong and it
turned out to be very visual.
Mokshamugalada by Thyagaraja in Saramathi ragam is one of
my favourite krithis and my wish to compose this into dance
became a reality through this production. I am not sure how
much I have succeeded in this attempt, because it is difficult to
express the feeling, intense devotion and love poured into the
composition by the great soul Thyagaraja Swami. Shivashni ‘s
grace and expressive ability in dance were put to the test. The
musicians and the dancer were really disconnected. There was
discomfort in the beginning. It took some time for everybody
to get used to this idea of disconnection.
What other way than through music and dance can you
accomplish salvation in this world? This became the final note
for Vibrations. Connecting and disconnecting with an energetic
Laya Kavitha, with chants from the mridangist and from his
mridangam had the final say in Vibrations. Li Xie’s expressions
of vibration in water, sound, light and video, text and the
emotions of the spectators reached some level of harmony in
the conclusion of this production.
My realisation...” different modes of expressions to
communicate is absolutely necessary for an artiste..You can
name it then multidisciplinary art.”
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Nirmala Seshadri

MYRIAD POSSIBILITIES
AN INTERVIEW WITH DR. TAN SWIE HIAN
Tan Swie Hian… poet, novelist, fabulist, critic, linguist,
philosopher, translator, printmaker, painter, calligrapher, sealengraver, costume and set designer, photographer, songwriter,
sculptor, performance artist and earth art creator. A cultural
icon of Singapore where he lives and works. On June 5, 2006
he received the Legion of Honour, France’s highest award. Also
in 2006 Singapore issued a set of ten stamps and a souvenir
sheet featuring his art and calligraphy. Presently, Swie Hian is
creating works for a grand one-man exhibition in Beijing
this year.

In 2002, Swie Hian visited India officially as the
distinguished visiting artist of the Indian Government.
He was received by MF Husain, often described
as ‘The Picasso of India’, in his Mumbai home.
(Photograph courtesy Tan Swie Hian)

In year 2003, Swie Hian opened the Singapore Arts Festival
in collaboration with the Singapore Chinese Orchestra. After
witnessing that performance, I just had to go and meet the
force behind it all. The brief meeting and exchange marked the
beginning of a unique association. Over the years, Swie Hian
has become my dearest friend and mentor.
The article below is a going back to that first meeting at the
Esplanade Theatre, Singapore on 30th May 2003.
Instant is a Millenium: A Musical Conversation with Tan Swie
Hian
At a pre-performance reception, a group of us discussed our
response to orchestral concerts. As dancers, we agree that
we tend to miss the visual movement element and often feel
restless mid-way. And this is going to be music we have little
exposure to - a Chinese orchestra! But then, it is the gala
opening of the Singapore Arts Festival; a time to reconnect
with the local arts fraternity and show solidarity with the
National Arts Council that is doing so much to transform this
shoppers’ paradise into the cultural capital of Southeast Asia.
With that thought, we made our way into the concert hall at
the new Esplanade Theatre, fondly referred to as “Durian”
(a local fruit) because of its shape, which has also prompted
allusions to two rather amorous porcupines.
The spectre of SARS requires us to undergo a temperature
scan at the entrance, passing which we are handed an “I’m
Nice & Cool!” sticker. What follows is an experience that is to
change our perception of orchestras, of Chinese music and
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of ourselves as artistes in a multi-cultural society. If it opened
doors for those directly involved with the production that
night, myriad possibilities shone through the minds of the
viewers.
The performance Instant is a Millennium: A Musical
Conversation with Tan Swie Hian was like the best of artistic
experimentation, both stunning and challenging. Yes, there
were moments of restlessness, dips, but we had to admit
that for most of the time we were sitting up straight, trying to
anticipate just what might come next. The music was by four
Chinese composers who provided a wide range of styles and
tones. The opening number was dramatically avant-garde. At
the centre of the stage, a gigantic installation, intriguing in
its design, revealed its representational aspects when poetry
appeared on a screen. So universal in thought, it spoke of the
inter-connectedness in life and of love that is to be shared
by all. The Celestial Web was indeed a very moving opening
to a dialogue between Singapore’s most celebrated multidisciplinary artist-poet, sculptor, calligrapher, and set and
costume designer Tan Swie Hian, and the Singapore Chinese
Orchestra.
As each piece unfolded, one became aware of an intricate
tapestry of visual art with its multifarious possibilities in a
digital age, of lighting techniques, of poetry, and of music. In
Divine Melody, we witnessed an oil painting being created in
time to the music but sans the artist. Brilliant use of digital
technology made it seem as if an invisible hand was at work.
The last piece saw the coming together of the Chinese art
of calligraphy with music. The “running” style in Chinese
calligraphy emphasises deft, flowing brush strokes, with the
characters often linked to one another, thus creating a strong
sense of ongoing movement. This was the only piece in which
Swie Hian himself appeared on stage-in a short kurta, a pair
of bermudas and sandals-to complete an entire poem of 140
Chinese characters in less than five minutes. The moment was
so intense-the hall sat with bated breath as he bent over the
12-foot long sheet of rice paper and moved with great speed
and strength. The image was projected on a large screen
behind him. For the most part, the music was at the level
of a hum, but as he approached the end of the poem, the
conductor swung his arm with increasing intensity. An instant
had attained the proportions of an entire millennium.
By the end of it all, I knew I couldn’t walk away without
meeting the man who had brought it all together. Tan Swie
Hian is an enthusiastic communicator and excitedly told me
how he had visited India as a distinguished visitor of the Indian
government and that he felt he must have been an Indian in
his last birth.
Swie Hian is the recipient of numerous local and international
awards, most recently the World Economic Forum’s Crystal
Award. But beyond it all, he is a symbol of warmth, gentleness,
simplicity and pure joy.
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The writer with
her friend and
mentor,
Tan Swie Hian

Excerpts from an interview with Tan Swie Hian:
Q: How would you define yourself: a painter, writer, sculptor,
poet… all of the above and more?
A: I am a free soul! (laughs heartily)
Q: How did you arrive at the title Instant is a Millennium?
A: The title was chosen by Tsung Yeh from my calligraphic
work Instant is a Millennium; Enlightenment to Eternity. The
same living entity could, on different planes, experience two
states of mind: the secular plane where time and the planetary
system are perceived to be always on the move, and the sacred
plane where time is completely still so that a thought is held
in eternity. When one is enlightened, all phenomenal objects
become one, and one is simultaneously found in all.
Q: Your poetry tends to hinge on the religious. Do you
sometimes wonder if this could alienate segments of your
audience?
A: I am religious. It comes from my heart naturally. A truly
religious person will always be loved. “Buddhist” is written on
my forehead. I feel I have to portray who I am, not what the
audience likes. In the end, it all connects to the core. When
you dig deep into the ground, somewhere you discover that
the source is one. But I would rather look at my work as being
more universal and spiritual in nature than religious. When the
human mind is enlightened, it is immersed in white light (that’s
what the first poem spoke about). We create art to break the
white light into a rainbow of colours. You know, a good painting
somehow adjusts itself to the requirement of the viewer.
Q: In The Celestial Web, you used the “wink” of a butterfly
which was a very subtle but profound imagery. Why the
butterfly?
A: In Chinese culture, the butterfly is a very powerful symbol of
love, wisdom, mutability and beauty. I also used the concept of
Gaia, to portray the earth as a living organism. Don’t you think
it is more poetic than religious? I don’t use the word “God”, but
Goddesses, they are everywhere!
Q: The final piece must have been very tense and strenuous.
How did you manage it?
A: Calligraphy is a kind of yoga. I am 60 years old and look! (He
shows me his fully developed calf muscles). It is like a state of
samadhi, you are not yourself. In five minutes I had to write
more than 110 characters. As I climbed up those steps, I was
chanting. You just move into a different plane. Art is a kind
of vehicle to find the diamond in the heart. Mine is the art of
happiness.
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Q: But what about angst-do you ever find that coming
through in your art?
A: Mine is not an expression of personal restlessness, not
anymore. Before 1973, I was an angry young man.
(The year 1973 appears to have been a turning point in Swie
Hian’s spiritual journey. It is at this point that he feels he
attained spiritual illumination).
I felt very transparent, one with the universe, with the moth
flying in the sky. I was initially frightened. I couldn’t find myself.
I started chanting. Gradually, I started to enjoy being one with
everything.
(Swie Hian, a graduate of English literature worked for 24 years
as press attaché at the French Embassy in Singapore. As soon
as he felt that he had saved enough money to guarantee his
financial security, he left his job to live a simple life of art and
meditation).
I don’t paint for money. When I have something to say, I paint.
(After he had completed the calligraphy of his poem “The
Yellow River at Hukou”, Swie Hian didn’t even stop to look at his
work. He waved, turned back and walked down the steps).
Life is like that. All in preparation for the big bye-bye!
Q: Can you share with us your connection with India?
A: Prince Siddhartha is Indian! Because of him, I love India.
India is so close to my heart (he puts his hand to his chest and
the expression on his face tells it all). In India, I felt so well
understood. I have always felt that the moment man knows
how to beautify or ornament himself, he ceases to be animal.
Indians really know how to beautify themselves. It is a journey
from beauty to spirituality. There is a whole spiritual system in
India.
(Incidentally, Swie Hian has translated extensively into Chinese,
works of Indian philosophers such as Ramana Maharshi, J.
Krishnamurti, Sri Aurobindo and N. Chaitanya).
Q: Indian versus Chinese culture?
A: Spirituality versus Pragmatism.
Q: Your advice to the younger generation of artistes in
Singapore?
A: Free your minds. You are naturally multi-disciplinary. To free
the mind, you have to meditate. Then the energy just flows
through you. Look at J. Krishnamurti’s writing, the diction and
rhythm just fall into place! I feel the future artist will be born
with no crooked features, is healthy and resourceful, and with
all other aspects combined to make one feel like hugging him
at first sight!

(to be continued)
“Myriad Possibilities” appeared in The Hindu, Sunday
Magazine, issue dated July 6, 2003.
Nirmala Seshadri is an experimental Bharatanatyam dancer
and recipient of the Singapore National Arts Council’s Young
Artist Award.
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INFINITE
SAREE

A Multidisciplinary Experiment
by the Biological Arts Theatre

Biological Arts Theatre (BAT) launched Infinite Saree on
31st March and 1st April 2012 at the Goodman Arts Centre,
Singapore. This was an experiment which saw the introduction
of the Life Sciences into theatre practice in Singapore. The
two main outcomes of this innovative experiment were DNA
Carnatic and DNA Saree.

DNA Carnatic
In Infinite Saree, the musical script was produced by converting
a unique DNA code into a musical code. The DNA code used
was accessed from Cyanobacteria, commonly known as Bluegreen algae, a bacterium that occurred early in the life of the
Earth elements.

The main collaborators for this project were leading visual
artist, Young Artist Award recipient and Founder/Artistic
Director of BAT, Dr.S.Chandrasekaran who was the Artistic
Director (Visual), veteran choreographer and Cultural
medallion recipient Santha Bhaskar (Artistic Director,
Movement), Australian-based Scientist Gary Cass (Scientific
Director), and Indian visual and textile artist Madhura Nayak
(Guest Artist), who is currently pursuing her Masters studies at
Lasalle College of the Arts. Infinite Saree was performed by the
Therukoothu(folk theatre) group and musicians from Bhaskar’s
Arts Academy, Singapore.

The symbolic representations between the DNA code
of Cyanobacteria and the “Pancha Bhootas” (the five
Earth elements that are symbolically represented in the
Mahabharatha) inspired the team to create the music score,
through Carnatic music (South Indian classical music).

About Infinite Saree
The concept of the play Infinite Saree was adopted from a
particular event that took place in the Mahabharatha - the
disrobing of Draupadi. During this event, the saree was
transformed into a material that represented Infinity. It is
believed that even as Draupadi was being disrobed and
humiliated in the Court of Kings, a higher force acted in
opposition to the unfolding of her saree by endlessly providing
new material. Thus the concept of a never-ending saree was
created. This story inspired the creative team to develop the
notion of infinity in relation to Life Sciences.
The Research-Based Workshops
Infinite Saree was developed through a series of workshops
which adopted a methodology called ‘systematic enquiry’ – a
process that was focussed on translating research principles
into artistic outcomes in a systematic manner. The workshops
were conducted in three phases. The first phase was the
five-day Bio-Art Workshop which was conducted at the PSB
Academy in January 2011. The second phase was the BioArt and 3D Workshop which was conducted at the Raffles
Institution in April 2011. The final phase was the Bio-Art
and 3D Workshop (Hands On) at Bhaskar’s Arts Academy in
September 2011. The outcome of these workshops were two
areas of invention - DNA Carnatic and DNA Saree.
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In this project, the outcomes were focussed on interpreting the
DNA sequence of Cyanobacteria into musical notes of Carnatic
Music. The experiment yielded exciting results – a totally new
81-beat rhythmic cycle (or tala) that has been named Amla
tala and a melodic scale or raga that corresponds with the
existing raga Soudamini/Anantha Valli. This discovery can be
claimed as a first of its kind in the world of South Indian music
and the life sciences.
DNA SAREE
In the Mahabharatha, Duryodhana commands his younger
brother Dushasana to disrobe Draupadi. As Dushasana
unwraps layers and layers of her saree, new layers of cloth
keep ‘unfolding endlessly’. The notion of unfolding and folding
can also be translated in a scientific context; where proteins
are being constantly shaped into the building blocks of life. In
this project the DNA sequence of Phoenix Palm was adopted
to create the Valkala (a material worn during the period of the
Pandavas).
The symbolic relationship between the unfolding notion of
multi-cellular cells and the unfolding saree of Draupadi was the
underlying inspiration in translating the DNA of the Phoenix
Palm into motifs on the saree. These motifs are represented
by the DNA sequence - A, T, G and C. Each of these alphabets
was assigned a specific colour. The length of the saree was
about 8 meters.
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What has the Infinite Saree process meant to the
collaborators? What are some of the challenges they
have faced?
Dr. S. Chandrasekaran: In Infinite Saree, we are working with
the Draupadi myth which carries in it the notion of body
violation and the DNA that evolves out of this context. The
moment Draupadi’s body was dragged and she was pulled
by the hair, that strand of hair and her skin tell the story of
a woman. Therefore it is a living story. These living stories
link the traditional aesthetic to comtemporary thought by
reinterpreting the body, material and narrative to the present
context. The process has been very complex for all of us. We
are walking on unknown territory. However, we have managed
to find a way to communicate with each other. In a process like
this, individuals are making shifts constantly with their creative
processes. By allowing such changes, they are creating new
inventions and ultimately making history. I believe we did.
Santha Bhaskar: At the beginning, the musicians and I did not
understand what Gary was talking about. “Deoxyribonucleic
Acid?” I did not know how this was going to fuse with
dance. It took some time for all of us to have some kind of
understanding about what we should do with DNA. Through
the process of learning and discovery, rehearsals became very
productive and each rehearsal opened up new possibilities.
Draupadi started lamenting in Amla tala, the new DNA rhythm
that has 81 counts. I have begun to understand that everything
is possible in life. We just have to be open. Dance is connected
to everything – technology, architecture, literature, music.
They are all inter-connected. I feel connected to everything.
Gary Cass: We knew we would need a musical score for
the performance but how would we marry the newest
biotechnological code of DNA to an ancient musical code? It
came down to getting all parties together in one room and
thrashing it out. I didn’t understand the principles of Carnatic
music and the Indian musicians didn’t understand DNA
technology. By talking, explaining and finally understanding
each other, we made the connection and the unique
conversion of DNA to Carnatic music. As for the DNA Saree –
instead of the DNA coding for life or music, we coded it for a
weave. A process like this opens your mind to different beliefs,
cultures and societies. What I am excited about is the Saree,
which is a cultural identity. Imagine that you can design your
own Saree as your own DNA. In the same way that every song
is unique, your DNA is unique and the Saree will be unique.
Madhura Nayak: It is almost as if the saree decided for
itself how it was to be produced. We wanted the saree to
represent the Earth at the present time and in the era of the
Mahabharatha. We also wanted to reflect the emotions of
Draupadi during the disrobing incident. I felt it was necessary
to carry out extensive research to produce something that was
true to the concept. This work is the first of its kind for me in
terms of creativity based on historical references and Indian
mythology, which made me stretch my limits. Initially I was
quite skeptical and considered myself a novice in the sphere of
science. I then started to observe that science is everywhere
and in everything around me. The knowledge and research
has given me a sense of comfort and I now believe Arts and
Science are synonymous.
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Audience Responses
“The evening promised to be interesting. Having followed
the early steps of BAT as Chandra and Gary were looking for
collaborators on their project, I knew of some of the premises,
namely the use of theatre and science to tell the story of the
Maharabharatha, and more precisely the story of the saree
which never ends unwinding.
I was wondering how one could use cell and molecular biology
to tell the story.
Interestingly, it was mostly biological data that was used,
namely the DNA sequence of two relevant species. The
music was coded from the DNA of an ancient bacteria,
and the pattern on the saree was produced from the DNA
sequence of a very specific tree, connected to the origin of the
Mahabharatha.
The performance, despite being in Tamil, and using a form I had
never encountered before, was engaging. It is relaxing trying to
follow the adventures happening on stage when you know the
general line but don’t understand the dialogue. I was totally
tuned into the emotions carried by the actors/performers.
In the end, we were treated to a description of the process
used by the artists. Although it was interesting to hear of the
struggle of the artists being presented with constraints and to
know precisely the origin of the music or the pattern, it didn’t
add to the enjoyment of the evening. The play had said it all”. –
Isabelle Desjeux
“It was particularly interesting to hear the new raga based on
the DNA sequencing, which could be a metaphor for life itself:
a new form evolving from the old. ‘Infinite Saree’ showed the
potential to use the science of genetics to inspire new ways of
making art. Using traditional art forms with their strict rules of
content and performance, new rules were introduced (in this
case, a DNA sequence set to the musical form of the raga) that
led to the creation of a new work. Similarly, the choreographer
and dancers responded to the new raga to create a variation
on their traditional styles.”… Robert Finlayson
“The high point of the presentation for me was when Draupadi
lamented to the new tala, Amla Tala. The introduction of
this tala at that particular point in the work provided a new
texture and dimension to the pain and humiliation that she was
experiencing. It took the pain to a different level.” … Nirmala
Seshadri
Excerpts from the book “Infinite Saree” (Biological Arts
Theatre, Singapore, 2011, Author: Dr. S. Chandrasekaran,
Editor: Nirmala Seshadri)
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BALANRITYAM &
ILAYARNATANAM
STUDENTS’
EXPERIENCES

Divyahn (meaning ‘celestial beauty’ and ‘divine lustre’) was
the title for my group’s Ilayarnatanam performance. One of
the most significant things that I took away from this particular
performance is the importance of enjoying and allowing oneself
to become completely overwhelmed in the feel of the dance.
Happy, nervous, excited, scared, panic-stricken were some of the
few feelings that I had when I stepped onto the stage. I was trying
to remember everything everyone was saying. The comments
from teachers, the advice from seniors, and of course, my dance
steps. However, there was only one word resounding in my head,
that is smile smile smile… which is what I did. It was a wonderful
invigorating performance that just lasted too short a time.
Much was gained through this invaluable experience, where we
challenged ourselves to give our best while boosting our love for
dancing.

The path leading up to the 2012 Ilayarnatanam performance was
an uphill battle. Months of practice and high hopes of reaching
certain levels of perfection preceded ‘the big day’. But of course,
hoping is not enough. After weeks and weeks of forgetting my
steps and rigorous practices, I finally reached the point where
I could proudly say “I can do this!” Sure, during the rehearsals,
teachers offered us tips and advice to follow, but none of
these could ever prepare us for the nerve wracking feeling of
anxiousness we felt during the day of the performance. I felt my
stomach fill with fluttering butterflies as I waited backstage. But I
can never forget the feeling of exhilaration, the sound of my heart
beating loudly, as all my fears were washed away the moment
I saw the audience. I was so engrossed in the performance, I
did not realise I was on stage until the piece came to a close. As
the lights dimmed and I prepared to walk off stage, I remember
feeling elated at accomplishing a task I had been working towards
for months. A surreal feeling took over me as I refused to believe it
was finally over. But it wasn’t really over, at least not yet, because I
was sure there was a lot more to come in the future.

Renuka

Nithya Devi

I had a great time preparing for the performance and I really
enjoyed the experience. However I believe there is always
room for improvement. I will give my best in all my upcoming
performances.

V Shivani

Though being slightly nervous, I managed to pull through and go
up on stage with confidence and elegance. The other students also
did their best and the performances looked great on stage. Since
it is part of the exams, much effort is put in by the teachers and
students to put up a good show and to attain a good score for the
practical aspect of the dance. I’m very excited about participating
in more such Ilayarnatanam performances and this event has
boosted my eagerness to participate in other productions by the
society.

Bala Saravanan

After months of religious practising, we were put under the
spotlight to show off all that we learnt. There is a lot of teamwork
in these performances, as we were dancing with fellow students
from different classes. Our dance was based on a very popular
Indian Jataka tale about the “Crafty Crane and the Clever Crab”.
We had all been assigned different characters; we were cranes,
fish, or crabs. We even got to pick out colourful outfits that best
resembled our characters. When the day finally came we were
excited and nervous. I could tell that all of us had butterflies in
our stomachs but we put up a brave front because we wanted
to make our teachers proud. We wished each other good luck as
we walked on to the stage. When the music started it was like
magic. We all put away our inhibitions and transformed into the
story characters. When the song finally ended we had big smiles
on our faces. We were so proud and happy of our performance.
Most importantly, we had made our teachers and parents proud.

Sandhya Bala

I initially found my dance (Muralidhara) tough because it required
me to demonstrate facial expressions, which was not needed in
the dances I had previously learnt. Once we finished learning the
dance, we practiced it every week without fail, and I soon got used
to the bhava. On the performance day, I was really excited but at
the same time I was a little nervous. It was also then that I realised
that the actual performance is only a small part of the whole
event. So much more goes on behind the scenes – the discipline,
the organising and the many akkas who take care of us. I had a lot
fun with my dance classmates that day.
I felt exhilarated and really happy while performing, although my
parents said it didn’t show on my face! Never mind, next time I
will smile more. Actually, I’m already looking forward to the next
Balanrityam!

Photograph Courtesy Nrityalaya
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UPCOMING
EVENTS
June 2012

August 2012

2

4

Bharatanatyam Performance by Roshni Pillai &
Neewin Hershall at LaSalle

28, 29 I watched the flowers – experimental
Bharatanatyam duet by Nirmala Seshadri & Chan
Sze-Wei at Substation

8

Kathakali Performance Lady Spider for NLB at
Nrityalaya’s Studio

11

Sunitha Nair - Bharatanatyam Arangetram at UCC

July 2012

September 2012

Arulusha Maheswary d/o Anbalagan Bharatanatyam Arangetram at UCC

3

AEP Kathakali Show – Journey To The West at
West Grove Primary School.

22

CHAKRA, The Philosophies of Swami Vivekanada,
An Interpretation through Dance at NAFA Lee
Foundation Theatre

30

Sampoorna Ramayana at NAFA Lee Foundation
Theatre

“Each soul is potentially divine. The goal is to manifest this divinity within
by controlling nature, external and internal. Do this either by Karma
Yoga, or Bhakti Yoga, or Raja Yoga, or Jnana Yoga – by one or more or all
of these and be free.”
- Swami Vivekananda

CHAKRA

THE PHILOSOPHIES OF VIVEKANANDA
An Interpretation through Dance
Incorporating, for the ﬁrst time in traditional
Indian dance, the mesmerising works of sand art
22 July 2012 • 7.30 pm
NAFA Lee Foundation Theatre, 151 Bencoolen Street

Tickets: $40, $50 | Available from Sistic
For more information, please contact
Nrityalaya Aesthetics Society (63366537 or nas@paciﬁc.net.sg)
Bhaskar’s Arts Academy (6396 4523 or www.bhaskarsartsacademy.com)
In conjunction with the 60th anniversary celebrations of Nrityalaya Aesthetics Society,
Bhaskar’s Arts Academy will stage a closed-door performance on 21 July 2012, 2pm.
Tickets: By invitation only for beneﬁciaries of selected Homes & teachers and students of secondary
schools and junior colleges
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