
East-West Dance Encounters

Sunil Kothari

AT TIlE INAVGVRAnON ol the Festival of India in the U.S.S.R. at Lenin
Stadium on 3 July 1987 the Indian Prime Minister mentioned that
Indi a and the Soviet Union had close links in dance as one of the
pioneers among our dancers . Rukmini Devi Arundale, had studied
classical ballet lrom the legendary Russian ballerin a Anna Pavlova.It
was Anna Pavlova who insisted that Rukmini Devi should study
classicaiindian dance traditions: during her tours in India Anna Pav
lova herself had att empted 10 learn Indian dance forms-she knew
about the ba)'ad~resl , deoadasis, in the temples.

At the rum ol the century and during alien rule, classical and other
forms of dance in India were eclipsed [or various social, political and
economic reasons. The temple dancer or deuadasi became a mere
entertainer, and with the passage of time her status as a handmaiden of
God reduced. to thatof a woman of easy virtue. Dance. which wasonce
worship and had a definite pla ce in temple ritual , came to be consi
dered a lewd an. On acco unt of the stigma, dancers were also looked
down upon. No woman from a decent family was willing to learn
dance.

Belore Rukmini Devi had begun he r career, it was Uday Shankar
who accidentally took to dan ce thanks to Anna Pa vlova's interest in
Indian themes and her desire 10 cho reogr ap h ballets based on them.
While in London she learnt of an Indian student who was stUdying
painting at the Royal College 01 An an d who kn ew dancing. Through
a common friend at Ivy Houses, where Anna Pavl ova was staying,they
me~. This meeting cha ng ed the courseof Uda y gh ankar'stfife and gave
an Impetus to Indian dance-almost in a moribund stale in th e first
quarter of the century. Uday Shan kar choreographed lor Pavlo"a 1"'0
ball ets. A Hindu Wedding and Krishna and Radha, These were pres
ented lrom 13 September 1923 at Co nvent Garden in London during
the Pavl ova Season . Udal' Shankar was a regular member of Anna
Pa\'IO\'3'S troupe and joined her tou r of Am erica from October 1923
under the management of Sol Hurok, impresario (or nine months.
During this period he observed Pavlova and her company at close
quart ers and imbibed the art of presentation whicliialer-,\!hen he had
paned company with Pavlova and Formed his own Iroupe-placed
Ind ian dance on the wo rld map.
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Pavlova a lso di ssu aded Uda y Sh an kar-from studying ballet and
insisted that he look homeward and study Indian dance traditions .

.Another Indian dancer Pa vlova inspired and helped in finding her
roots was Madame Menaka, an expo nent of Kathak . She too look SOffi t"

lesson s fro m Pa vlo va" during the Iauer 's visit to Bombay. Pavlo va had
a seaso n at the Excel sior Theatre in Bombay in Janu ary 1929 5• Her
partner in p lace of Uday Sha nkar was H . Algemof! wh o in his book My
rears w ith Pavlv va has gi ven a good acco unt of Pa vlova's search for
Indian dan ce; he has also shown how she persuaded vario us dancers to
study Indi an dance. In short. if any one person exercis ed a great and
who lesome in£luence o n the pioneers o f dan ce in mod ern India, it was
Pavlova . She was indirectl y responsibl e for the revival of Indian dance.
Pavlova was a legen d in her li fetime and her advice meant a lot to
Indian dancerss,

But even before th is association of Indian dancers with Pavlova ,
Indian themes had attracted cho reographers and dancers in the West. If
we were to chrono logically li st the various ball ets with Indian themes
the first would be Le Dieu et fa Bayadere" (The God and the Dancing
Girl). It wa s choreographed by Filippo Taglioni, father of the great
ballerina :'.Iarie Tagl ioni , a nd first presented in Paris in Ocrober 1830.
some 158 yea rs ago . In 1833 the same ballet-renamed The Maid of
Cashmere-was presented in London.

Of course the techn ique of the ball et remained Western . including
the o rches tra. In decor. costume and design there was an Indian ele
ment as the des ig ners studied Ind ian pa intings or consulted someone
who knew abou t India. Mostl y, thou gh , the treatment was imagina
rive. However. it is hearten ing to know thai welt -known choreo
graph ers. dancers, designers and composers got involved with bal lets
with Indian themes and thu s paved the way for an understanding of
Ind ia a nd its cu ltu re. Looking back. though . it mu st be conceded that
these ball ets were merel y exo tic.

In 1846 in London a secon d ball et with an Indian / or ien ta! theme
was prod uced- Lalla Rookh' . It was a lso called The Rose of Lahore.
Based on an o rien tal roman ce in a wo rk by Thomas Moore, it was
choreographed by Jules Perrot' and consisted of a series of dances
wh ich pre ss notices of the time described as "entirely Indian in rharac
ter". T ha t a lso speak s of the p lig hl of the reviewers when called upon
to review a production bearin g on a culture o ther than wesrern. After
12 years, in 1858. Kalidasa's Shakuntala was pr odu ced in a ballet
version.

\Ve will later come to the Russian version of Shakuntala produced
on I January 1964at Riga 10. Based on a book by Theophile Gautier, the
earlier version was cho reographed by Lucien Petipa, brother or the
famous Marius Petipa. Lucien h imsel£ took the rol e or Dushyanta and
Amalia Farraris, the Italian ba llerina , that of Shakuntala. In 1877.
when Marius Petipa was well esta blished in 5t Petersbu rg, he ch? rro 
graphed a ballet ca lled La Bayadere" . It was presented at ~lart llSkl'
Theatre. Anna Pavlova also featured in La Bayadere.TIns ballet IS stili
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in the repertoire o[ the Mar insky Th eatre and has been revived in me
United States and Europe by Natalia Makaro va and Rudolph Nureyev.
For the Festival of Indi a in the U.S.S.R. Mrinalini Sarabhai, the well
known dancer and choreographer, has choreogra phed an Indian ver
sion as a tribute to Marius Petipa .

In 1899Marius Petipa prod uced one more ball et based on an Indian
theme; thi s was a fantastic storyof h is own called The T olisman. Toan
Indian it would appear a com plete melange of th e histori cal and the
myth ological. Reading the lib retto and the original programme sheet,
we come across Akda r (Akbar) , King of Delh i; Damayanti , rhe King's
dau ghter; Noureddin, Maharajah of Lahore; and Amaravati, Goddess
of the Heavenly Spirits".

In 1910the ballet Scheherazade-choreographed by Fokine to music
by Rimsky-Korsakov, decor by Leo n Bakst , the principa l roles by Ida
Rubinstein and Vaslav Nijinsky-opened a t the Theatre National in
Paris. It was based on a tale [rom The Thousand and One Nights and
was thus inspired not by an Indian but an oriental theme. An excerpt
from it was recently seen at the Ca lcu tta opening of the Festival of the
U.S.S.R. in India. But what is of in terest is the ballet Le Dieu Bleu (The
Blue God)!s. Nijinsky played the role ol Krishna in this ballet and
Tamara Karsavina his consort. The ballet was produced and choreo
graphed by the two dancers themselves.

Krishna and Radha have fascinated dancers and choreographers in
the Wes!. I[ it was the Russian Anna Pavlova who played Radha in
Krishna and Radha choreographed by Uday Shankar, it was the Arneri
can Ruth St Denis who based her solo dan ce number on the theme.She
was a ballet dancer and had seen in New York, way back in 1900, a
diversion in an amusement pa rk called The Streets of Delhi. It had
Indian bazaar scenes, sna ke cha rme rs, fakirs. She was drawn 10 Indian
themes also out of necessit y when she round that what she really
wanted to produce would be prohibitive in terms ofcosts". She opened
her Radha number at Hudson Theatre in New York in 1904,appearing
as a Hindu Temple Goddess. She was assis ted by five other persons
representing temple priests and servan ts. The music was borrowed
from the opera Lakme. Though the production was not an immediate
suc~ss, ir was later a hit, Ruth St Denis gave more than 1500shows,
touring England, Germany, and all o l Eu orpe, adding four more
Ind ian numbers to her repertoire: The Cobras, The Nautch, The
Incense~nd The Yogi. Returni ng 10 Am erica she produced Th e Lotus
Pond, with a scene in a garden in Kashmir. She married Ted Shawn rn
1914 and thei r well -documented account of the Denishawn company
may be perused in An Unfin ished Life and Thousand Night Stands,
wruten by her and Ted Shawn respect ively".

In 1915 Ruth St Deni s produced Rakawali: A Hindu Love Tale,
adapted [rom a story of that name in Lafcadio Hearn 's Slray Leaves
~rom Strange Literature. Followed Gardm of Kama, based on a poe1II
In Lawrence Hope's Indian Love Lyrics, and The Peacock, an imagm-
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Ted Shawn as Lord Shiva. Courtesy: USIS. New Delhi . and Dance Collection , Sew York.
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Madame Menaka with
Ram Narayan. Counesy:
Pandit Cauri Shankar.
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Ram Gopal and Alicia Markova in KTishna and0~·:~ha.":;r~g~OallY choreographed by
Udav Shankar {or Anna Pavlova. Courtesy: Ram Gopal.





Kama Dev in Niji nsky 's
or iginal costume rot
Krishna in Le Dieu Bleu.
Courtesy: Kama Dev.

Astad Dt-boo with :l.laya Ptisetska ya. Counesv : Henr i Soumireu-Larugue. Paris.
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ativepiece about a beautiful princess who dies and is reborn a bird. In
1916Ruth St Den is produced A Dance Pageant of Egypt, Greece and
India, using over a hundred dancers. She devised thr ee different
sequences and has gi ven a humorous accou nt of the backstage confu 
sion in her autobiography. The Indian sequence had dan ces by fakirs,
fortunate-tellers. jugglers, snake charmers , nautch girl s, deuadasisand

.yogis. In 1918 Ruth St Denis produced Sir Edwin Arnold's The Light
of Asia. T ogether with Shawn, she toured India with their company in
1925·26; Shawn choreographed around th is time the Dance of Shiva
number inspired by the bronze statue of Nataraja '".

Alter Ruth St Denis another American dancer, La Meri, took to
dancing Indian themes and with Ruth St Denis's support also founded
a school called Na tya in New York in 1940. Before opening her schoo l
she loured India in 1936 and 1937 and studied Bharatanatyam from
Papanasam Vadivelu Pillai and Mylapore Gowri Amma. She also
studied Kathak from Ram Dutt Misra " . Through a theatre manager in
Bangalore La Meri met Ram Gopal, the renowned Bharatanatyam
dancer, whom she invited as her partner, She took him on her world
tours and, as Anna Pavlova launched Uday Shankar, she launched
Ram Gopal on a successful career. Ram Gopal was the lirst male
dancer to present Bharaianatyam outside India and contributed much
10 popularize Indian classical dance.

La Meri had 25 Indian th emes and dance numbers in her repertoire .
DelliMurti, Drishyakavya, Krishna Gopala, Gauba's Journey to Para
dise, Rigvedic Hymns, Chidambaram Katanas, Gandharvas and lip·
sara.r, and Episodes in the Liie oj Buddha are some of these. She also
produced three Indian ballets : Swan Lake, Scheheratadr, and the
Bach·Bhorata Natyam Suite. In her own words", she attempted a
fusion of East and West.

La Meri was different from the other dancers wehave referred to. She
chose themes from the repertoire of Western ballet and presented them
in an Indian idiom of her own making. She used Indian costume and
decor, but retained the original music. In Swan Lake. (orinstance, she
fully retained the music of T chaikovsky; in Scheherazode she did the
same with Rirnsky-Korsakov; in the Bach-Bharata Nat yam Suite , she
chose five excerpts from Bach and interpreted the mood and pattern of
each through the movements and poses of Bharatanatyam. It would be
interesting to mention that during the Festival of India in the U.S.S.R.,
the welt -known Bharatanatyam dancer Padrrui Subrahmanyam also
attempted this fusion. To the music of Tchaikovsky from Romeo and
Juliet she did an abhinaya number from the Ramayana-Jatayu.
vadha, the Killing of Jatayu19• Not that it received approval from
audiences in India or the critics.

Among American dancers who seriously studied classical Indian
dance in the early 305 and whose contribution could be considered
significant is Ragini Devi. Her real name was Esther Sherman',Sh.e
married an Indian officer in the Consulate in New York, Mr Bajpai,
and came 10 India to study Indian dances . Their daughter is the
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celebrated dancer Indrani Rehman . Ragini Devi studied Kathakali a'
Kerala Kalamandalam in 193220 and danced with Guru Gopinath all
over Ind ia. making Kathakali popular amo ng 'he intelligentsia.
Before settling in India in 1948. she used to conduct a dance school in
New York called the School 01 H indu Dan ce. She also studied dance.
drama and music manuals and wrote a book on Indian Dance Die
luis" . Ragini Devi devoted her Iile to the study an d propagation 01
Ind ian classical dances and has found a place in the history 01Indian
dance as a major non-Indian dancer.

There were also other non-Indian dancers who studied Indian dan
ces seriously and, performi ng 'hi their own co untries, provided a
glimpse of the cultural heritage of India. Cu ltural Exchange Pro
grammes were initiated after independence. making interaction much
easier, with troupes of dancers from abroad visiting India and Indian
dancers visiting other coun tr ies. Dancers from abroad also came to
study at inst itu tions like Kalakshetra and Kerala Kalarnand alam, Sid
dhen dra Kalakshetra at Kuchipudi, Kathak Kendra in Delh i. Jawahar
lal Nehru Manipur Dance Academy in Manipur, Santin iketan ,and 'he
various dance departments of Indian universities. The world hasnow
shrunk and there is much wider expos ure all round to arts lrom other
lands. The Festivals of India have made possibl e expositionson a scale
inconceivable lor impresarios or" the past. Festival of India shows have
been presented no, only in the major capitals of the world but also in
remote villages and districts. The electronic media and the printed
word have also worked wonders. On e was able to see on television.
lately. the inaugural dance performances at Kremlin and Lenin Sta
dium on 3 July 1987. More recently. we watched the Festival 01 India
inauguration in Japan on 15 April 1988.

There are importa nt landmarks- like Martha Graham presenting
Three Gopi Maidens and Ram Gopal recreat ing Krishna and Radha in
1960 along with Alicia Markova. Or Ernest Berk, a ballet dancer.
producing Shakuntala in Indian style in London lor which
Dr V.K. Narayan a Menon wrote 'he mus ic. In Moscow in lOOl two
Indian ballets were premiered: Nala Damayanti produced by ballet
dancer Mikhail Berkur and Ramayana by the ethno logist Natalia
Gus seva. Also Shakuntala to mu sic by Balasanyan , which we have
referred to earlier. Two Indian dancers. N.K. Sivasankaran and Maya
Rao, one a Kathakali exponent and the other Kath ak, were given
th ree-year scholarships to study ballet, folk dance. Russ ian dances.
choreography, etc, at the Moscow State Institute 01Theatre Arts under
the Cu ltural Exchange Programme between the Governmentsof India
a~d the Soviet Union. They also helped the head ballet master of the
RIga Opera and Ballet Theatre. Yelena Tangieva Birzniek, in many
aspects 01 production. This was another landmark".

In Europe Mauriee Bejarr choreographed Bhakti" for his 20,h Cen
tury Banet Company. presented at the Avignon Festival in France. It
was a r:u.naw3.y success, but raised many importantquestions ;whether
the spint of bhakti had been assimilated. wh ether the movementsand
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the written tradition al music of alarippu- to which the movements
were choreographed - were employed with discretion, the resultant
impact and response, how far such cross-cultura l experiments suc
ceeded in bringing abo ut a fusi on , etc. Bhakti remained controversial
but sur pri singl y,was acce pted byaudiences in India when presented in
1985. This despite the fact that a n umber of Europeans and Ind ian
experts in Eu rope had found the ballet viola tive of the Indian spi rit.

Mrinalini Sarabha i choreographed Shakuruola': to the music of
Schubert. The production has been filmed and offers new interpreta
tions, musical a nd visua l, juxtaposed in a n Indian a mbience. In Italy
she also attempted Beethoven 's The Creatures of Prometheus with
ballet dancer Milord Misko vitch .

With Uday Shankar, wh at is genera lly understood as ballet in the
West-a production with choreography, music, decor and a story
line-in a style wh ich for wan t of an approp riate appella tion Mohan
Khokar calls free dance came into bein g. A number oflndian dancers
produced ball ets and operat ic ballets where songs were used. Ram
Gopal choreograp hed Dharini, Sadhana Bose Bhookh based on the
Bengal famine of 1941, loh ra Sehga l with her hu sband Kameshwar
Sehgal The R eptile on the di vide-and-rule pol icy of the British
paving the way for contemporary themes in dan ce. Uday Shankar
under the influence of Kurt jocss, a Germa n dan cer-a disciple of
Rudolf van Laban and an upholder of 'free dance'-choreographed
expressio nist ba lle ts like Rhyth m of Life an d Labour and Machinery.
In 1942 groups like the Indian Peopl es' Theatre Association (IPTA),
India n National Theatre (INT), and Indian Renai ssance Artists came
into being, producing ballets like The Spirit of India, India Immortal,
Th e Discovery of In dia and Rhythm of Culture.

However, another phenomenon was simultaneous. Classical dances
gained popularit y and Uday Shankar and other s who employed more
of free dance became less popular. As India enjoyed an ancient dance
tradition this was bound to ha ppen, especially in our quest for a
national ident ity. Besides the oral tradition , one realized. there were
texts and manuals; one studied them, related theory to practice.
Dancers also studied the tex ts to understand the spirit or the tradition.
Thus Indian classical dance in this era received a strong impetus.

In the villages. unknown to urban cognoscenti.there werenight-long
dan ce-dranias li ke Bhagavata-rnela Natakam, Kuchipudi or Kura
vanji" in the Sou th , Sattriya dances in Assam, Raslila in Manipur and
Vriridavan.When Rukmini Devi launched her insti tut ion Kalakshetra
she visited villages and saw these dance-dramas for herself. She revived
~me of the dance-dramas and choreographed. number of them at her
Institution. Other dancers followed suit and a genre of dan ce-drama
with mythological themes came into existence; rhis has since become a
part of the Indian dance scene. In Bengal Rabindranath Tagore intro
duced classical dance forms li ke Manipuri and Kathakali at Santinike
tan . H e a lso wrote dance-dramas in wh ich both dance forms were used.
A distinct style thus evolved at Sanriniketan, whi ch today has absorbed
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elements lrom other classical dances as well : Bharatan a tyam, Kathak,
Kuchipudi, Odissi , etc. In T agore's school 01 dance-as it is known in
some quarters-all these lorms are employed to present dances and
narratives and stones. T agore also experimented with musicand inhis
play Valmiki Pratibha used principles 01 harmony lrom Western
music.

One more example 01a dance-drama /rom the South is Chavittuna
takarn of Kerala which has biblical and historical characters like Char
lemagne, Catherine and St David, and themes like the crusades of
medieval history. The technique employed is part Kathakal i and the
martial arts 01 Kerala. T he language 01 th e pl ays is a mix 01 Malaya·
Jam Tamil and Sanskrit. It is exclusively performed by the Syrian
Christians of Kerala during Easter and Christmas. Again, Mary Mag·
dalene and Faust are now played in Kath akali using the classical
technique. Only the them es are Western. Mrinalini Sarabhai's ballet
Mat.lyakanya has been described as " first cousin to Swan Lake", 'he
lamous Russian ballet choreographed by Marius Petipa. .

Television, video recordings. international travel and exposure to
the performing arts of other nations have made i' poss ible lor artistes
around the world to interact. At a recent East- West Dance Encounterin
Bombay26 an attempt was made to see how the fusion worked. It
brought into focus aspects of different cultures and dance forms-how
the West looks at dan ce and how the East regards it. Is fusion possible?
Successlul? Desirable?There are young dancers like Uttara Asha Coor
lawala who , having studied with Martha Graham and other exponents
01 modem dance, are learning Indian classical dances as well. Uuara
has attempted a lusion 01 East and West in choreographic works like
Yakshito the music of Ananda Shankar, son of Uday Shankar. Also to
specially composed music by Igor Wakhevitch she has choreographed
The Winds of Sh ioa, using Indian and Western dance techniques. Her
latest work is on the basic dance units of Bharatanatyam, the adaVUS.
Not in the same spirit but to explore the form, Chandralekha in her .
Angamandal4 has used the adauus 01 Bharatanatyam : this work is in
madhya laya, the middle tempo. Here, for the lirsttime, serious atten
tion was paid to Iloor patterns. Movements and postures of groups 01
four and more dancers were sensitively conceived for visual
?>umerpoint-£Iuid transitions, symmetric and asymmetric group
mgs. From the point 01 view 01 Western dance this was, 01 course,
elementary. But such elementary innovations suggest that a aeative
mind is imaginatively exploring the classical forms".

Kumudini Lakhia, the well-known Kathak exponent, has induced~
sea change in Kathak by imaginativegroup choreography". Mrinahnt
Sarabhai in an earlier work, Manush ya, d ispensed with cumhersomt

Kat~kali costu~es and told a humanistic story with simplicity and
bold imagination, Man ipuri dance lends itself to group choreography
and a recent experiment by Chaotombi Singh, Keibu! Lamjao, has
made waves"'; this dance-drama is on the theme of wildlile preserva
tion . Angika by Chandralekha has explored th e relation between the
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martial arts of India and Bharatanatyarn, emph asizing the common
energy principle and including a criuqueof the Indian dance situation
aswell. Angika also has social criticism :how women have beenlooked
upon in our culture despite all tenets of Indi an philosophy.

We also have artistes like Astad Deboo and VI tara Asha Coorlawala
who are pioneers of modern dance. Deboe's dance also "absorbs ele
ments from tradition in a new synthesis. In Ritual, he manages some
thing of the intense a bsorp tio n of Martha Graham 's Adorations, with
impressiveuse of a miniature Stonehenge of candlesandsomeacrobat.
ics in air, suspended on ropes, a featureadaptedfrom some traditional
South Indian rituals. In Duel, to Moussorgsky's musi c of the revel of
demoniac spirits on Walpurgis night, Deboo pla ys both Toles in the
conflict of Good and Evil, moving through the heavy shadows between
spo tlit areas for the transitions. Bathed in red light, Evil is a truly
demoniac character a nd Astad Deboo brilliantly integrates Kathakali,
including even the terrible sequence in the Slaying of Dussasana where
Bhima tears open the chest of Duss asana and drinks his blood"".

- Debao was commissioned to choreograph a dance for Maya Plisetskaya
which was premiered in Paris at Espace Cardin with considerable
success.

Such-encounters are not always successful. But they Indicate a desire
on the part of creative dancers and musicians to fuse various dance
traditions, techniques and forms. Unless the artistes know the cultures,
forms and techniques they are dealing with and have a creative
approach , the results are often disastrous. For a wrong interpretation
may offend people and bruise sen timen ts. When the components are

. handled with respect and care, an experimental work may tum out to
be an outstanding artistic success. Superficial tinkering with 'spare
parts' from other cultures must not be accepted as experiment. It is
advisable to leave the arts alone unless one understands the spiritofan
art or culture and has the ability to render a work responsibly. This isa
demanding task and can hav e few takers . However, without betraying
tradition.artistes can explore the arts. innovating in accordance with
changing times and sensibili ties
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