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Celebrating 60 years of Bhaskar’s Arts Academy
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Before I say anything else, let me first wish our readers a very happy 2012!
May the year bring fulfillment and fruition to many more artistic dreams. And
may Aesthetics attract even more writers and readers – locally, regionally and
internationally.
The driving force for the theme of this issue - ‘Crossing Oceans’ was
Bhaskar’s Arts Academy’s travel, first to Bangkok where the troupe
performed at the International Ramayana Festival, and soon after to
Bangalore where they presented “Chakra” at S-VYASA. I felt it would be
topical, allowing for the thoughts and experiences of the choreographer,
Mrs. Santha Bhaskar, as well as the participating dancers to be shared. Mrs
Bhaskar, Meenakshy Bhaskar, Thava Rani Mohan and Dhana Bharathi have
provided interesting accounts of both performance tours and the impact the
works had on the audiences. Also on the theme of travel and the artist, Dr.
Patrick Suzeau of Kansas University writes on his artistic journey which has
been intricately linked to moving through geographical space and staying
very open, very receptive to the people, art and culture of each place. Each
time I meet Patrick, his energy, excitement and openness have never failed
to amaze me. Once the theme of this issue had been decided, I just HAD to
interview Gil Alon, Jeremy Monteiro and Astad Deboo – 3 artists for whom
travel has been the mantra. Talking to them has given me much insight into
that relationship between art, artist and journey.
Each issue carries in it a thread from the previous one. Our previous issue
focused on “Innovation & Experimentation in Indian Art.” Celebrated flutist
B.V. Balasai’s concert in Singapore in November 2011 was a moment of
sheer brilliance and a pinnacle in musical innovation. He shares with us his
journey, impetus to experiment and what in his dictionary ‘fusion’ means. Of
course, this interview ties in with the present theme as well. Balasai travels
extensively and wherever he may be, his entire being is constantly immersed
in music. Mrina Avadhani’s Performance Reflections gives us a true glimpse
into how the music of Balasai and his talented team made its way into the
listener’s very soul that night.
Many thanks to Julie Olivia Demange-Wodtke for the cover image
– a photograph taken on her iphone while on holiday in the Maldives!
Incidentally, I write this editorial as I cross the Indian Ocean and the Bay of
Bengal on a flight to Hyderabad.
At this juncture, I would like to share with our readers that this is a very
special year for all at Bhaskar’s Arts as we commemorate 60 years of the
Academy’s existence in Singapore. Indeed a time for celebration, reflection
and appreciation for two exceptional individuals who have dedicated their
entire lives to nurturing the arts.
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The Cast of Hanuman Thoodhu

BAA Dancers performing in Bangkok

October 2011
29
Dance programme at Fut-Sing Association
30
Chendamelam at Sri Sreenivasa Perumal Temple
November 2011
5
Kathakali show (Ramayana Story)
– On invitation by Sri Warisan
12
Therukoothu – HANUMAN THOODHU
– at Nafa Lee Foundation Theatre

The BAA team in Bangkok
Sri Thyagaraja Aradhana

December 2011
3 - 10 17 artistes from BAA performed at the International
Ramayana Festival – Bangkok, Thailand
15 - 24 “CHAKRA- Swami Vivekanada – Dimensions of
Yoga”- a group of 30 artistes from BAA performed at
Anusandhana Samsthana University, Bangalore, India
January 2012
13
Sri Thyagaraja Aradhana – Music presentation by
Teachers & Students at NAS

B.V. Balasai
In Conversation with Nirmala Seshadri

B.V. Balasai

Our association goes way back to 1992. Those were the days
when the versatile Chennai-based musician B.V. Balasai used
to provide live flute accompaniment for dance recitals. A few
years later, he decided to move away from that to focus on his
live music concerts as well as composing and recording music.
Balasai has excelled not only in the field of classical music but
in the film and fusion genres as well. As I moved from dancing
to a live orchestra to recorded music, he became an even more
integral part of my artistic journey. Years and years of working
with him within the studio and outside of it, has made me see
so many angles to this man- he is a musician par excellence
and an innovator who is totally open to change and growth. I
will always remember Bombay Jayashree’s comment when she
stepped into the studio to record for my work Radha Now (for
which Balasai composed, arranged, directed, played and even
sang!). She said, “Balasai is the last word in recording.” Above
everything, here is a supreme human being.
So naturally, I was thrilled to know that he would be coming to
Singapore to perform his unique brand of fusion music at the
Esplanade’s Kalaa Utsavam.

Excerpts of our chat on the eve of
his performance:
N: Balasai, what is tomorrow’s concert going to be like?
B: It will be very special. A fusion concert with the flute as the
main instrument. I will be accompanied by Embar Kannan on
the five-stringed electric violin, DA Srinivas on mridangam,
Nivas Prasanna on the keyboard and Chandrajit will provide
support on the tabla and other percussion. It is going to be a
concert with different colours, different flavours. It won’t be
only classical music.
N: How do you all work together? Especially when it is all so
different.
B: In a fusion concert, understanding is very important. You
cannot have egos. That is the basic thing. (Clearly there are no
egos at play in this group. I watched them once at rehearsal a
couple of years ago and on stage too- there was great rapport
and friendship). Dynamics and discipline are very important.
We need time to dialogue with one another. In this style of
concert, all the pieces are fixed and set clearly, except for the
manodharma parts.


N: What are some of the compositions and ragas you will be
playing? Are they mainly your compositions?
B: We will open the concert with a composition of mine
in Kedaram - Do-Re-Mi-Fa/Pa-Da-Ni-Sa. I have worked on
Ganamoorthe keeping in mind the stories of Krishna. Swara
Salad deals with chittaswarams of 6 different compositions.
The talas and ragas are different too. In Mokshamu Galada,
I have introduced the idea of Grahabhedam. There is one
piece that is inspired by an Irish composition that I had heard
somewhere. Three Nine is a piece in Jazz and Misra Tilang. The
final piece is a Kerala folk number that is fused with Spanish
folk.
N: Compared to a normal kutcheri, this is SO different. What
is it that has led you to this exciting point?
B: From a very young age, I listened to different kinds of music
– opera, Jazz, Spanish music etc. But this is the first time that
I will be presenting a fusion concert abroad as the main artist.
In India, I have been presenting concerts like this for the past
15 years. I have participated in many jazz concerts and festivals
with Karaikudi Mani. Then there is the Australian Art Orchestra
– I have been collaborating with them for about 10 years. I
have listened to a lot of music with them and felt that I should
also try something different. After all, music is universal.
N: How did you begin your journey in music?
B: My main background is in Carnatic music. My father
B.Sudarsana Rao was a cine flutist. He was my first teacher. He
chose our instruments. We are 5 brothers and between us we
play the tabla, ghatam, violin, sitar and flute. All of us brothers
are open to trying new things. That openness has come from
our father. In this age, it doesn’t help to be closed minded.
N: The word ‘fusion’ is used too much and all kinds of music
seem to fall under this category.
B: Yes, there are all kinds of things happening in the name of
fusion. Often there is no understanding between the artists.
I feel that a concert should be like listening to a CD. It takes
planning to produce something meaningful. We have been
working for 2 months.
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D.A. Srinivas

Chandrajit
Photographs
Courtesy:
B.V. Balasai

Nivas Prasanna
Embar Kannan
N: Balasai, you are open. But how open is the community?
B: So far, the emphasis has been on vocal music. There is not
that much opportunity for instrumentalists. And many sabhas
do not choose according to merit. They take money from
musicians! Instrumentalists’ concerts are dying. Look at Ranjani
and Gayathri. They are excellent violinists but they have gone
into vocal. I don’t present fusion concerts in sabhas. Sabhas do
not appreciate the kind of time and work that goes into these
shows, so it is a waste of time. But audiences at corporate
shows, shows abroad and western audiences especially,
have really enjoyed and received our music well. This kind of
encouragement is not there in South India.
N: Who are the people who have inspired you on this path?
B: Balamurali Garu has been a great inspiration. He is a genius
and innovated with ease. I have played a lot for him, both live
and at recordings. He used to invite me to accompany him;
usually vocalists want the violin as accompaniment. I had the
opportunity of accompanying him and Pandit Bhimsen Joshi
in a jugalbandhi. He encouraged me a lot to create. My father
encouraged me to continue on the path once I had begun.
Then there is the spiritual Guru, Shivananda Murthy. It is he
who suggested that I set up a studio at home. HMV Raghu is
another person – a well-known musician whose music was
very different. I used to play for him.
N: What are your thoughts and aspirations for the future?
B: I haven’t really thought of it. One part of me thinks of
scoring music; the other part of me wants to present my
fusion work to wider audiences. I would like to work with good
musicians and philharmonic orchestras. People are opening up
to the idea of fusion music. I am very happy to be immersed in
music.

Performance Reflections
By Mrina Avadhani

Last night’s performance by Balasai and his team was amazing.
I bought tickets because I knew Balasai is a great flutist, but
nothing prepared me for the stunning creative energy of the
performance that was a breath of fresh air. This morning, I am
still vibrating from that energy, and feel blessed and privileged
to have been in the audience.
The music was, of course, superb. What made it all the more
special was the immense rapport between the members of the
team that was evident right from the start when they all walked
in together, took their places and then soared as one taking the
audience with them into a different universe.
The performance resonated with me on so many levels. It was
wonderful music and it was JOYOUS. Here was a group of
gifted musicians simply enjoying themselves and including the
audience in that experience. The musicians were all smiling at
each other and at the audience. They encouraged each other and
even when the youngest played the piano, the older performers
looked on with genuine appreciation and pleasure. No egos, no
divas, no selfish agendas. This, to me, took the whole evening to
a place beyond the immediate performance.
The performance was service to humanity, and deserves to be
taken around the world as a message about what is possible
when people treat each other as true equals and come together
in harmony, with a common spirit and purpose that transcends
the mundane.
As one member of the audience remarked at the end, “I am not
Indian but I was blown away by the music. For once, I was drunk
without alcohol!”
Simply brilliant.
Mrina Avadhani is a junior college teacher and a supporter of
the arts
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BAA - Performing in Bangkok

BAA at Ramayana Festival, Bangkok,
December 5th – 9th, 2011
The Opening Ceremony
On 5 December 2011 at 4.00 p.m at the National Theatre.
The Ramayana Festival was official opened with a short
Ceremony and Opening Performance. The event commenced
with a musical tribute by all participating countries (5 min.
per country presented by India, Indonesia, Philippines,
Singapore and Thailand) as an overture. Each country then
performed in alphabetical order, a 5 minute song and dance of
benediction dedicated to His Majesty the King. At the end of
this performance, the entire audience sang the Royal Anthem
in honour of His Majesty the King.
The schedules for the subsequent days of the festival were as
follows.
6 December:
India: The Bow Contest and Wedding of Rama and Sita
Myanmar: The Golden Deer
Philippines: The Abduction of Sita
Thailand: A Grand Battle between Rama and Ravana
7 December:
Singapore: Dasavatar - The Incarnation of Vishnu
Indonesia: The Final Battle and Sita’s Fire Ordeal
Cambodia: Ream Leak Chup Leak (Lava & Kush)
Thailand: Grand Battle

December 9, 2011 The Joint Ramayana Performance at 1 pm & 8 pm
– Both performances were open to the public:
On this day, the Ramayana was pieced together as 7 major
episodes, each country featuring a 10 minute segment from
each of these episodes. Bhaskar’s Arts Academy’s Kathakali
team presented the scene of Surpanakha’s humiliation.
The sequence of performance was:
Homrong: Overture music performed by the Thai Classical
Music Ensemble of Ban Plainern, graciously led by Her Royal
Highness Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn, in veneration of the
Buddha, the Gods and Gurus of the Performing Arts.
Episode 1: “The Bow Contest and Marriage of Rama and Sita”
by Myanmar
Episode 2: “The Meeting with Surpanakha” by Singapore
Episode 3: “The Golden Deer and Abduction of Sita” by Lao
PDR
Episode 4: “Jatayu’s Intervention and Rama Meets Hanuman”
by India.
Episode 5: “Hanuman’s Visit to Sita and the Burning of Lanka”
by Indonesia.
Episode 6: “Hanuman and Suvann Machha” by Cambodia
Episode 7: “A Battle Between Rama and Ravana” by Thailand
Episode 8: “Sita’s Ordeal by Fire” by Philippines.
Episode 9: “The Triumphant Return to Ayodhya” by Thailand
Finale: Leading performers from participating counties gather
on stage to visit the reigning King Rama; angels perform a
dance of benediction; all attendants of the Joint Ramayana
Festival sing the Royal Anthem.
- Meenakshy Bhaskar
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Note from the Choreographer
“The invitation came for BAA as the flood waters were rising. I
was invited to participate in a preparatory meeting in the midweek of November 2011. I greatly appreciate the confidence
that NAC has in me and my company.
On the first day of the meeting, I was happy to meet all our
Asean friends. The Chairman of the festival briefed us - this
was not going to be an ordinary Ramayana Festival but an
occasion to celebrate the country’s great ruler King Bhumiphol
7th’s cycle birthday. I felt very honoured to represent Singapore
on such a great occasion.
We were advised to put up an item of music and dance to
honour and pray for the Majesty’s health and as a greeting on
the day of his birthday. What a beautiful thought! A beautiful
way to respect art and artistes - inviting artistes from different
countries to dance and to wish the country and the Majesty
happiness and prosperity! I am all reverence for these people
and how they strive to preserve Art.
We then discussed the Ramayana’s scenes. The Chairman of
the Thai Ministry was clear that this should reflect an Asean
Ramayana. Scenes were selected and discussed and each of us
decided our part in the production.

“My favorite performance was actually from Singapore’s
Bharatanatyam dancers, who decided to be a little
different in performing a piece that recounted, not an
episode from the Ramayana epic proper, but Vishnu’s
ten avatars (dasavatar), of which Rama is the eighth.
And it was moving: I have always loved Bharatanatyam,
not only for its beautiful poses and gestures (which in
themselves are a physical marvel), but because watching it
is something of a spiritual experience. I know of no dance
that is so joyous and vibrant and life-affirming”.

The Thais have a great respect for India as they believe that
the great stories like Ramayana and Mahabharata are a
gift from India to their country. So the first scene would be
presented by India and the final scene by Thailand. Since I
represent Singapore and am a Singapore Indian, I felt that our
representation should be different from that of India’s and so
I chose the scene of Surpanakha’s entrance in three different
techniques of dance – Bharatanatyam, Mohini Attam and
Kathakali. I realise that I do think differently from my Indian
dance counterparts. Living in Singapore, I am exposed to
world culture and to the cultural evolution that is happening
in Singapore. This has resulted in a change in my creativity
without losing my identity. So I made it very clear that our
choreography would be very different to that of India’s. We are
a young country without any natural resources. Our dancers
are also young but our resource is our hardworking population.
My dancers are trained in accepting and adapting different
choreography in different situations. We did prove that we
were not “Aharya Abhinaya” showcase dancers.
Crossing the ocean, meeting other dancers and musicians
and watching them perform is really an inspiration. When
literature, music and dance migrate across oceans they no
longer remain in the same form as in the country of origin. I
was fascinated to see how differently each country danced
and interpreted the Ramayana kavya. Rama is not worshipped
in any of the Asean countries. It is only in India that we have
made him a God and Avatar (Incarnation). We performed
our Dasavathara composition to the Thai audience. They
showed their appreciation by cheering and applauding as each
avataram was presented. This really motivated the dancers”.
- Santha Bhaskar

Anothai Kaewkaen
Audience member and Fullbright fellow
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Dr. Patrick Suzeau

I was born of French parents in Germany during the French
occupation of Germany following World War II. I went to a
French kindergarten while Germans went to their German
kindergarten. As the “occupier” the German children disliked
me. When I was six years old my family left for France.
Although I was a French citizen I was often considered German
because I had been born there. The Germans were still
considered the enemy.
First lesson learned from my earliest travels: children
absorb their parent’s point of view before they are able to
comprehend it. It becomes an internalized attitude, which, in
this case, proved divisive. If you are in the majority you might
not ask questions regarding what has shaped your beliefs.
When I was nine years old we immigrated to French Canada.
Being that my way of speaking was different from Canadians
I was often mistrusted. “Why don’t you speak like us?” was
a common question. I first went to French grammar school
where I learned in history class that the Algonquin (a Native
American tribe) were “good” because they helped the French
against the British. A year later my parents moved me to an
English grammar school. There I learned that the Iroquois
(another Native American tribe) were “good” because they
allied with the British. I learned that history is not absolute.
I started dancing in Montreal at the age of fifteen. My first
teacher, Hugo Romero, was Mexican. Through him I was
introduced to the extraordinary world of modern dance.
He had a fertile imagination and would describe vividly
choreographic passages as he envisioned them. “Look at
contemporary architecture, how free from décor it is; think
about your work that way so that you get at the essentials”.
From him I learned about staging, the dynamic potential of
entrances and exits, and most importantly how to connect
with my inner world and to cherish it.
At the age of sixteen I left my parental home to study dance in
Mexico. Crossing the border my life changed from winter to
summer, from black and white to vivid colors. I was welcomed
in Mexico; I was “exotic”.
I befriended a couple, Helena Balmori, a choreographer, and
Santos Balmori, a painter. They became my “Mexican parents”.
Helena and I went to as many dance concerts as possible and
we spoke endlessly about them. I learned to look at dance
critically with an historical perspective. She also taught me
the rules of dance composition. I would watch Santos paint


“Winsome
Wench and
Handsome
Hero Vanquish
Vile Villain”
(Choreography:
Meli Kaye)

with wonderment. He introduced me to painters, sculptors
and famous muralists. I would listen to their discussions
about modern art with fascination. I was made aware of how
visual arts and dance shared much in common. Both spoke of
coloration, textures, rhythms and spatial harmony. Santos and
Helena taught me the greatest lesson possible: that achieving
a personal style was the kiss of death for a creative artist, as it
meant the end of exploration, thus crystallization. He pointed
at the oeuvre of Picasso with his many periods, his constantly
changing approach. I could see that Santos too was constantly
exploring, the works of one decade so different from the next.
This was 1968 when the Russians invaded Czechoslovakia.
In support Helena created a dance program called “Love
Declaration to Prague”. The same year the Mexican military
power invaded the university where students were protesting.
I joined marches of protest and saw that these marches of
thousands were reported as marches of a few. I learned to not
necessarily believe everything one reads in the newspapers.
A year later I moved to New York City, USA, a multi-racial,
multi-cultural city. I was fully immersed in dance as a
scholarship student at the Juilliard School, one of the foremost
American dance institutions, and at the Mary Anthony Studio.
Mary Anthony, a prominent American teacher-choreographer
had toured Mexico a decade earlier. My first teacher, Hugo
who had studied with her at the time recommended her. He
also recommended Juilliard because that is where Jose Limon,
the famous Mexican-American choreographer taught. The
more you travel, the more you realize that you are journeying
on different strands of a spider’s web, where all is ultimately
interconnected.
While in Juilliard I befriended a Bharatanatyam dancer. She
demonstrated hastas and the beauty of it enchanted me. I
longed to travel to India. Fortuitously, at the same time my
brother was organizing a land trip, by minibus, from Belgium to
India. He invited me to come along, which I did.
We first travelled to Athens, where I marveled at the Greek
architecture that had inspired Isadora Duncan, one of the
earliest pioneers of modern dance. I entered the Muslim world
via Turkey and Asia through the magnificent city of Istanbul. I
travelled through Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan and
Pakistan. I was overwhelmed by people’s hospitality in Syria
and Iraq, hospitality as ancient as biblical times, rooted in the
desert. What I found most surprising is that whenever we
stopped to clean the accumulation of sand in the minibus’s
Aesthetics | January 2012

“Contemporary
Bhumi Mangalam”
(Choreography:
Patrick Suzeau)

Photographs Courtesy:
Cohan/Suzeau Dance Company

“Caligula, portrait
of the decadent
Roman emperor”
(Choreography:
Muriel Cohan)

“Baltic Sketches”
(Choreography: Muriel
Cohan and Patrick Suzeau)

filter, within minutes people would appear from nowhere,
curious and welcoming. We were taken to their homes that
blended totally with the landscape. Many years later when
the US started bombing Iraq I was dumfounded because
I knew how the desert was populated, contrary to most
westerner’s idea of it. A striking vision was to observe how
deftly women, while fully veiled, tied and untied packages
with their hands and feet. While crossing the border between
Iraq and Iran, anonymous, they had to be identified by their
male companions. Afghanistan was equally puzzling, women in
burkas shopping for Belgian lace in Kabul, floating like faceless
pastel color angels. If women were invisible in Afghanistan and
Pakistan men were not. They walked hand in hand (in kilaka
hasta) in a manner far more intimate than any American men
could. My nineteen-year-old eyes were seeing the world in
new ways, forcing me to question my own culture as well as
the ones I was discovering.
I have been working in dance professionally since 1971. I
continue to travel, and most importantly to train. While my
emphasis is ballet and contemporary dance, I have found
it beneficial as a creative artist to expose myself to other
forms, including, jazz, Afro-Cuban, belly dance and principally
Bharatanatyam. These have enriched my kinetic experience
and this experience is what a dancer accesses during the
creative process. I am not talking about appropriation, but
distillation of physical experience. For instance I may not use
any specific hasta in my work but the way I use my hands is
definitely informed by the knowledge of hastas. More recently
I studied Odissi because I felt that the postural elements of
the technique, with its transverse movements that carve the
kinesphere (personal space), could offer me great insights
regarding my movement explorations.
My wife and dance partner Muriel Cohan and I have created
dances that have been a direct response to our travels: “Dia
de los Muertos” based on the Mexican ceremonial Day of
the Dead; “Baltic Sketches” that contrasts rural and urban
Lithuania; “Tikkun Olam” (repairing the world) following a trip
to Israel; “Invocation”, “The Age of Kali”, “Songs”, “Celestial
Players” and “Bhakti” based on our many trips to India since
1970. While living for six months in Malaysia this past year I
created “Last Flights” regarding some of my observations of
Kuala Lumpur. I am currently working on a new solo to gamelan
music following my recent trip to Cambodia and Indonesia.
On our first trip to Indonesia in 1996 I felt an immediate
connection to the dancer’s innate rootedness. I explored
posturally in my own choreography their hand-carving
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gestures. The slow, organic unfolding of their contemporary
works with their direct esthetic link to classical prototypes also
intrigued me. In all these vastly different cultures the billboards
were ever present as if to underscore the contrast between
reality in the street and the glamor of the towering ads.
The particulars of each culture, and how these are interpreted
artistically is fascinating for a choreographer. For instance,
Indians live in a crowded landscape. Their kinesphere is much
smaller than that of Americans. Consequently their approach
to space is reflected choreographically. For example while
traditional ballet works within an octahedron, Bharatanatyam
movements are complexly organized within a dodecahedral
kinesphere. However, within group choreography the
expressive potential of mass versus negative space is not
considered. With rare exceptions Bharatanatyam group works
consist of predominantly unison choreography in which the
proximity of each performer remains the same throughout the
item.
Human beings are creatures of habit. When a habit is set we
can lose consciousness of our thoughts and actions. Voyages
oblige us to navigate in a new environment, to see things
in a new light. My response is to go in the studio and start
working…
Reviewed as a “very special performer...prodigious technique”
(Dance Magazine) “physically expressive, a pleasure to watch”
(The New York Times) University of Kansas professor Suzeau
is the recipient of several choreography commissions and
grants from private and public funds, including a Fulbright
Fellowship and the 2009 Master Fellowship from the Kansas
Arts Commission. He has been a guest artist at countless
universities across the USA. As Co-artistic director of the
Cohan/Suzeau Dance Company he has performed nationally
and internationally to critical acclaim. “This is what art at its
best is all about” (Arts Indiana)



BAA - Performing in Bangalore

Following the much-acclaimed premier of CHAKRA in
Singapore in August 2009, Bhaskar’s Arts Academy (BAA)
was commissioned by the Swami Vivekananda Yoga
Anusandhana Samsthana (S-VYASA) in Bangalore, India, a
renowned Yoga University, to stage the production at its 19th
International Conference on “Frontiers in Yoga Research and
its Applications” in December 2011. The reworked CHAKRA
incorporated the teachings and experiences of Swami
Vivekananda.
Having last travelled for a dance-related reason more than
a decade ago, the opportunity that presented itself was, to
say the least, tempting. It appealed to my unfulfilled dream
of becoming a full-time dancer; living and breathing Dance,
learning through intellectual exchange of ideas, immersing in
the beauty of music and movement, and taking on the world’s
stage. I had let my heart decide and gone with the initial flow
of excitement. Nine days was a long time, how would the
family manage? Perhaps I should not have agreed. Perhaps
it’s not too late to withdraw my participation. But perhaps I
needed to come out of my comfort zone. Perhaps we all did.
Previous overseas dance trips had been simple enough.
Rehearse, pack and go. This time it was different though.
Roped in by Aunty Bhaskar early in the preparatory phase, I
had no choice but to get to know the subject matter we were
dealing with. Although initially daunting, the more I read, the
more things began to make sense – even Life (as clichéd as that
may sound).
A whole new level of thinking had opened up to me spiritually.
The hours of research and discussions with Aunty may have
eventually brought forth an outline of a synopsis and how
we could proceed, but more significantly for me, it had given
me the why. This is what every production needs – dancers
who understand and imbibe not just the movements and
emotions of the piece being performed, but also the concept,
background, psyche and soul of the entire production.
Someone once told me: “There’s really no greater motivation
than to be invested in an idea.” I finally saw the truth in that.
Rehearsals became more than just knowing the individual
pieces. Brainstorming internally became an unconscious
routine. Is the message being communicated effectively here?
How else can we show the magnitude of the moment there?
Do the powerpoint slides match the spirit of the production?
Concerns that I would not normally bother about somehow
just seemed natural this time around. Secretly I’m hoping, of
course, that that means I’m growing as a dancer but only time
will tell.
The 31-strong troupe left for Bangalore on 15th December
– 1 chef de mission, 8 musicians, 17 dancers and 5 crew
members.
10

The bus ride from the airport to the Yoga University campus
was filled with Kodak moments – suitcases being loaded onto
the tops of vehicles, stopping in front of a railway crossing and
waiting for a seemingly endless goods train to pass, getting
through the famous Bangalore city traffic and a driver who
can only be described as either remarkably reckless or sickly
skillful.
After the almost 5-hour ride, we were relieved to finally arrive
at the University, only to be told that they required a 30minute dance or music show the next morning!
Five dancers performed “Dasavatharam” at the opening
of the prize presentation ceremony for Himalaya, a Yoga
olympiad. Following the performance, Mr and Mrs Bhaskar
were honoured with a ponnadai for their dedication and
commitment to the Arts, a proud moment indeed for the
entire troupe.
The next few days saw the troupe getting into the routine of
things. Despite the spartan hostel living, members falling ill and
a craving for food that did not include dhall, spirits were high.
As we were not all at the same hostel, every day there was an
excited exchange of news as we met for meals or rehearsals:
From a herd of cows taking their morning walk right outside
one hostel to Aunty Bhaskar killing a baby roach with her
slipper while reciting “Aum Triyambagam”!
Rehearsals took on a rhythm of their own. Modifications
to the production were made with help from S-VYASA’s
Cultural Coordinator Mr Subramaniam (Suppu). And this is
where I learnt a valuable lesson from Aunty Bhaskar and
Meena Bhaskar – that of humility. Their receptiveness to the
suggestions being made amazed me.
In retrospect I realise that the changes and additions, though
few, created better understanding of certain pieces and the
links between them. In Suppu’s words, “When a production
is already a great one, these little things help to make it a
distinctive masterpiece.”
On 20th December, the opening night of the Conference,
CHAKRA: SWAMI VIVEKANANDA - DIMENSIONS OF YOGA was
staged to an appreciative audience from all over the world.
“Seeing Divinity on stage” was how it was described.
- Thava Rani Mohan
As one of the core dancers of Bhaskar’s Arts Academy, Rani
has performed extensively both locally and overseas. Being
carried off to another sphere of existence is what she enjoys
most about Dance, be it in performing or merely watching. A
husband who appreciates the arts equally, if not more, and kids
who spend hours at various classes at Nrityalaya, are currently
her biggest critics.
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The auditorium at S-VYASA

Photographs Courtesy: Thava Rani Mohan
One of the beautiful
sculptures around campus

The big day

audience that day as they appreciated every story we had to
tell. The true rasa of dance was felt and expressed.
I feel extremely privileged to have been part of this journey
through which I was able to not just discover a little more
about a great spiritual soul, but also a lot more about myself
and my own connection with Life.”
“CHAKRA: Swami Vivekananda - Dimensions of Yoga” was a
challenging production with an ambitious goal from the start
- to tell, through dance, the story of Swami Vivekananda’s life
and his message. For me, the entire production was also a
deeply enriching journey of self-discovery.
The profoundness and beauty of the substance of Swami
Vivekananda’s message inspired what turned out to be one of
the most beautiful choreographies and music compositions
that I have been able to dance to.
The production was in conjunction with the opening of a Yoga
Conference held at the Swami Vivekananda Yoga Anusandhana
Samsthana Ashram (S-VYASA). The short five days spent in
the ashram gave me a tiny glimpse of simple living and high
thinking. From basic living quarters to simple vegetarian food,
people who visited or resided in the ashram were able to
experience a deeper connectedness with life and absorb the
spiritual energy around us. In addition to our rigorous twicedaily rehearsals, we had the opportunity to participate in
morning Yoga sessions, Geetha chanting and special spiritual
talks on various topics.
Swami Vivekananda believed that spirituality is for everyone.
He classified people into four basic types – those who are
in constant activity, those who are driven by inner urges to
achieve something in life, those who analyse the working mind
and those who weigh everything with reason. He saw how the
different Yogas (Karma, Bhakti, Raja and Jnana yoga) would
enable these different personalities achieve their spiritual goal
in life.
Yoga is defined not just with its asanas and meditation. Yoga is
a physical, mental and spiritual discipline. Dance requires that
same physical, mental and spiritual discipline - Dance is Yoga.
This production gave us the opportunity to experience that
truth.
As dancers and musicians we were mere instruments in
bringing alive Swami Vivekananda’s message through dance
and drama. Chakra did not just present Swami Vivekananda’s
teachings in the abstract but the tangible effect it had on
people and the emotional impact of living his message. This
was seen both in the performance of the dance and in our
Aesthetics | January 2012

- Dhana Bharathi
Bharathi learned dance from the age of four and has presented
her Bharatanatyam Arangetram under the tutelage of
Mrs Santha Bhaskar. She performs regularly in productions
of Nrityalaya Aesthetics Society and Bhaskar’s Arts Academy,
including Ramayana, mystic dance drama Quest, Vinayaka,
Sanskrit drama Vikramorvasiyam,Yatra and others. She
currently teaches Bharatanatyam at Nrityalaya.

The Choreographer’s experience…
Swami Vivekananda’s philosophy in dance? I
scratched my head. I did not know where to
start and end! As usual I began looking for
books to read, lyrics, songs and important
events in His life. I realised that I do own a book
titled “BHAJANAVALI” which I bought from the
Ramakrishna Mission a very long time ago. It
was like finding a treasure because I found songs
written by Swamiji. I suddenly knew how to start
the production – with an invocation on Swamiji:
“MOORTHA MAHESWARA”. I felt this would be
an apt song for an opening item. I made this
my prayer and offered the production at His
Lotus Feet. I felt a complete surrender. I then
began to discover more and more the magic of
His philosophy and teaching to express through
dance. The journey to Bangalore was spiritually
very uplifting for me. I received guidance from so
many good souls. I believe that this was meant
to happen on my artistic journey.
- Santha Bhaskar
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Nirmala Seshadri

The audience suddenly gasped as the light shone on the
dancer. He was up there precariously poised on a parapet
wall; he appeared almost as tall as the tree that served as his
backdrop. The dancer, of course, looked perfectly calm and
composed – he had obviously done this sort of thing many
times before. I had known Astad Deboo before that but had
only watched him perform in conventional spaces. This, on the
other hand, was a beautiful Chettinad style home in Chennai.
Here Astad performed each piece in different sections of the
courtyard. It was in the final piece that he decided he would
throw the audience off balance!
This was sometime in 2001. It was then that I became acutely
conscious of the concepts of space, freedom and of the fact
that anything is possible, especially when it comes to creativity.
That is, if we are willing to step out of our comfort zones. In a
sense, isn’t this the role that travel plays in the life of an artist?
Of having to constantly deal with the unknown?
“It constantly challenges the comfort zone. You never know
what is coming,” shares Israeli theatre director Gil Alon. I first
met Gil back in 2005 when he was in Chennai to direct the
Tamil theatre group, Koothu-p-pattrai, in Luigi Pirandello’s
masterpiece – Six Characters in search of an Author. The
powerfully enacted play was performed outdoors at Koothu-ppattrai’s premises; the space was used most imaginatively.
“Until I was 40, being Israeli, I only popped into Europe for one
month or so sometimes as an actor, at other times as a director
or a singer. When I was 40, I graduated in Zen Buddhism in
Israel. Then I decided to go for the first time to the Far East to
study more Buddhism. I first went to Japan. I left Israel for a
whole year, visiting countries such as India, Thailand, Nepal,
South Korea and Japan. The Israeli Foreign Ministry connected
me with the respective Embassies of these countries and so
I found myself connecting my three loves – performing arts,
Buddhist philosophy and travelling. After spending sometime
again in Israel, I started to travel again, but this time without
a deadline. This led to 8 years of non-stop travelling - 23
countries including Singapore and India. I was performing,
directing plays, singing and teaching philosophy. Apart from
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Buddhist philosophy, I was also very attracted by the teachings
of J. Krishnamurti and Helena Blavatsky. This led me to Chennai
– the Krishnamurti Foundation of India, Theosophical Society
and to arts groups in the city”. Incidentally, Gil is currently back
in Chennai working on a new play with Koothu-p-pattrai.
“After eight years I couldn’t do it anymore. I then lived for
two whole years in Israel without stepping out. But then, the
appetite for travel came back quickly and since 2010, I have
combined being in Israel as well as travelling. When you travel
a lot, the constant change itself becomes a comfort zone.
There is this fear of how it would be if I don’t travel. That in
itself is a challenging of the comfort zone. Being on a journey
is constantly overwhelming because there are ups and downs.
I never go as a tourist and I always live with people. Both Zen
Buddhism and the performing arts deal with the inner feelings
of people at a very deep level. You really get to know people
and this is addictive! I really love interacting with people.
When I am working, I try to create a space that is very safe.
The focus is for the artists to express themselves in a very safe
environment.
I must tell you that I do not preach Zen Buddhism to artists.
Zen philosophy acknowledges that our life is an accumulation
of concepts we created and this means they can be broken,
shattered to pieces and re-examined. The concepts of success
and failure, good and bad, competition and of trying to be No.
1 – these are all rejected by Zen philosophy.”
Interestingly, Singaporean jazz musician Jeremy Monteiro also
speaks to me about doing something for its own sake and not
out of competitiveness. “When I was younger, I tended to look
at fame, recognition, one-upmanship, money – these were the
driving factors for me as an artist. But I had my awakening
in my early 40s. In my 20s I was overly competitive and quite
territorial. Now I celebrate when I see young musicians doing
well. I feel confident about myself; I don’t feel threatened.”
In his career, Jeremy has played with some of the leading
luminaries in the world of jazz – James Moody, Ernie Watts,
Michael and Randy Brecker, Toots Thielemans, just to name
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a few. “In the mid-70s, when I reached a certain level of
proficiency, I would look at jazz records, identify people and
dream of playing with them. I have achieved playing with
almost ¾ of the people on my list! But I would love to play with
James Taylor. I must admit I was initially overawed by the top
musicians but gradually as I started producing and leading the
shows, I had to learn to bridge respect for them with being the
ringleader. And then, after a point, my heroes would turn to
me and ask ‘did I sound okay?’ I had become their friend and
colleague”.
Much of Jeremy’s excellence in jazz hinges on his innate
talent, hard work and having had the opportunity of playing
with top musicians in the field. This he achieved by spending
a minimum of 4 to 6 months in Bangkok every year. “Around
1995, I remember wishing that I’d be able to travel around
the world and play my music. At that time, I was travelling
for about 6 weeks every year. Then around 2000, I started
travelling to Bangkok to play at the Sheraton Grand Sukhumvit
and would spend up to 6 months there. I played constantly with
top level musicians there. We would play 5 nights a week, at
concert level. That really stepped up my stamina and intensity.
Improvisation became easier.. You know, Picasso talks of
that alignment between mind, body and spirit. I feel that this
alignment results in an altered state where one can push, hit
the peak and transcend. Apart from Bangkok, I also played
regularly at the Edinburgh and London Festivals. But I missed
being in Singapore. I love the great centres of jazz around the
world, but I love to be at home. Spending so much time in
Bangkok did provide me with the opportunity of playing with
leading international musicians as well as to build as much of a
community there as I had here”.

Gil Alon
Gil Alon is a Zen master, singer, actor and
theater director. He has conducted workshops
on Buddhism, creativity and meditation and
led retreats in Germany, India, Thailand, Japan,
South-Korea, Nepal, The Philippines, Australia,
New Zealand, Fiji, Belgium, Cambodia, Portugal
and Israel. Gil is the Artistic director of “Testing
Tools” - a multimedia festival - Tel-Aviv. He
is also Artistic director of the “THEATER IN
SLIPPERS” festival in Tel-Aviv and Board member
of the Fringe Center, Tel-Aviv. A Member of the
repertoire committee for children’s and young
people’s plays of the Ministry of Education, he
is also a Board member in the Israeli branch
of ASSITEJ - the international organization for
children’s theater.

What did it mean to exist in 2 spaces?
“There is a Zen saying – wherever you go, there you are. When
I get to a place, within a couple of days, I am all there. And with
technology I can connect with everyone everywhere wherever
I am.”
Would his journey have been any different if he had not
travelled so extensively?
“Ultimately my journey has not been about travelling from
one place to another. It has been about being aware of my ego
and working to tame it. And I continue to work on it using the
position of being a musician. An immense peace, confidence
and love for others has grown. But there is a danger of being
too comfortable!”
Speaking of danger and comfort (or rather, discomfort) the
parapet wall is not the only unconventional space in which
Astad has performed. He has created site specific works and
performed at places no less than the Great Wall of China,
Alhambra in Spain, Cuzco in Peru, Aztec Pyramids, Champaner
in Gujarat and then even in a football field in Lei. Truly, the
world is stage to this pioneer of contemporary dance in India.
“The stage has its impact but there are so many other spaces
that are brought alive through Dance.”
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Jeremy Monteiro
Jeremy Monteiro (pianist, vocalist, composer,
jazz educator) has won critical acclaim in many
parts of the world. He has performed all over
the World in addition to numerous occasions at
home in Singapore, where he has been dubbed
“Singapore’s King Of Swing” by the local press.
Jeremy was conferred the Cultural Medallion,
Singapore’s pinnacle award in arts achievement
on 8th October 2002. Apart from leading the
Jeremy Monteiro Trio (his working trio of
Tamagoh on drums and Brian Benson on bass)
and various ensembles, Jeremy also leads organbased group Organamix (with guitarist Andrew
Lim and drummer Hong Chanutr Techatana-nan)
whose debut album entitled “Grooving at Groove
Junction” garnered a Nomination for “Best Live
Performance Album” at the 2010 Independent
Music Awards in the USA.

Photo Credit: Peter Phua

In the case of Astad Deboo, life’s journey seems to be
intricately woven with travel. Ever since I have known him, he
has been on the move. “My wanderlust began at a very early
age since I travelled the length and breadth of India on school
excursions and with his parents. Travel has always been a great
teacher. International travel began on May 23rd 1969 when
I got onto a cargo boat that took me to Iran. I finally ended
up in France from where I took the ferry to England. My aim
was to study in the US but I didn’t go there ultimately. Instead
I travelled to Canada, Japan, Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong,
Philippines and made my way to Australia. I went with the flow
but my focus was always Dance. Dance was my ticket to travel
and in each country I performed.” Like Gil, Astad too found
himself on the road for eight years, from 1969 to 1977. “I went
hitch hiking and in those days there were chartered flights. I
flew from Bali to Darwin for USD $100 on such a flight. And I
would stay in all kinds of places- starting out in youth hostels
and ending up in plush homes. With travel I saw other cultures,
other dances. This impacted me, not necessarily directly but
even indirectly. Not only dance, but cuisine, lifestyles, so much
more.”
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Astad Deboo
Astad Deboo’s name is synonymous with
contemporary Indian dance, a style that he
pioneered at a time when innovation in Indian
dance was not welcomed. His journey with a
dynamic career of over 40 years is a testament
to his faith in his own artistry and the fierce
integrity with which he has danced, created and
collaborated with various performing artists
nationally and internationally. His work has been
seen in 65 countries. He is the recipient of the
Sangeet Natak Akademi award and the Padma
Shri.

To travel is to be on the move. To go with the flow, not knowing
what lies ahead. When we dare to step out of our comfort
zones, we learn to move gracefully into the unknown. And we
learn to embrace change. Life, after all, is a dynamic process; it
is in a constant state of flux. To quote J.Krishnamurti, “Change
is the only constant in life.”
A recipient of the Singapore National Arts Council’s Young
Artist Award, Nirmala is a dancer, choreographer, yoga
practitioner and writer. She seeks contemporary expression
through her classical dance form Bharatanatyam. Her recent
works include “Outcaste Eternal”, “Then & Now”, “This & That”,
“Crossroads”, “From Ishta Devata to Ishta Devata” and “Radha
Now”. Nirmala has served on the Board of the National Arts
Council and the Arts Resource Panel. She has also served on the
Arts & Culture Strategic Review Committee (MICA). Nirmala is
the Artistic Director of N Dance & Yoga and conducts modules
regularly at the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts. She is the
Editor of Aesthetics, a publication of Nrityala Aesthetics Society.
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“Prachodana” by Shivashni Kummar

February 2012
11
Japanese Tourism Board performance at NAS
17
Therukoothu AEP Programme at Canberra Sec School
24 - 25 “Prachodana” - Solo Bharatanatyam Performance by
Shivashini Kummar, 8pm, the Substation
March 2012
7 - 9 Japanese Tourism Board performances at NAS

January 2011
– Kathakali

April 2011 – Age
& the Stage

July 2011 – The
Music of Dance

October 2011
– Experimentation &
Innovation in Indian Art

For copies of past & present issues of Aesthetics,
please visit the Nrityalaya office or call 6336 6537
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Nrityalaya Aesthetics Society

#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
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