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It is tempting to compare the classicization of a dance-form to the creation of fictional identity 

papers. In both these identity-moulding processes, creative licence is a key player. There are no 

lies but there are multiple creation myths, and consequently, perceived realities which become 

the basis for construction of the form. Over time, perceived realities are regularized as the 

building blocks of a history and they acquire the sheen of factuality. 

In the history of Odissi, 1958 is a momentous year because it is widely understood to be 

when Odissi came to be recognized as a classical dance-form, after presentations at the All India 

Dance Seminar organized by the Sangeet Natak Akademi (SNA) in New Delhi. This recognition 

was preceded by years of work towards defining the repertoire of Odissi and stating its case in 

leading cultural forums.

DEFiNiNG oDissi

To understand this moment, and what came before and after, we must ask ourselves a crucial 

question. What is Odissi? This is a question that will beget different answers at different points 

in this essay. To begin with, let us interrogate a popular description of Odissi. It is understood 

to furnish ‘the earliest evidence of dance in India’ (Patnaik 1971: 9), on the basis of edicts and 

panels found at the Khandagiri and Udayagiri caves on the outskirts of Bhubaneswar. The stone 

panels show dancers and musicians in various settings, in attitudes and poses that we cite in our 

understanding of Odissi as a form today. 

In co-opting this archaeological ‘evidence’ into the category of ‘dance in India’, one is already 

grappling with embedded ideas of nationhood and identity. Might it be tenuous, then, to locate 

in these sculptures dating back to the first century bc, the start of an unbroken narrative of 

Odissi dance? 

A potted history of Odissi would take into account influences in sculpture, literature and 

dramaturgical treatises. From the tenth century onwards, inscriptions testify to the consecration 

of dancing girls in the temples of Orissa (now renamed Odisha) (Patnaik 1971). The Ganga rulers 

built the Jagannath temple in Puri and the Sun temple at Konark in the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries respectively. The Gita Govinda of Jayadeva, an epic love poem, is geographically 

ascribed to the precincts of the Jagannath temple. In the time of the Gajapati dynasty, fifteenth 

century ad, it became the prescribed text for performances by maharis, female dancers of the 

Jagannath temple. 

Around the sixteenth century, the category of gotipuas, pre-pubescent boys attired as 

women when they dance, emerged. Performative duties were divided between the maharis and 

gotipuas, with the latter assuming a greater public presence. The region’s assimilation into the 

Mughal empire, followed by centuries under Maratha and British rule, is cast as a period of 

moral turpitude, marked by the gradual disintegration of the mahari tradition due to the lack 

of patronage (ibid.). Meanwhile, gotipua and rasa lila troupes toured the region, supported by 
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local landlords and Vaishnava groups. Many of the future architects of Odissi began their dance 

careers as children apprenticed to these troupes. 

Around independence, when we pick up the thread again, we are transported to Annapurna 

Theatre in Cuttack, where a group of young performers with roots in the mahari, gotipua and 

rasa lila traditions were creating and performing dance pieces during theatre intervals. The 

youthful and vibrant space of the theatre afforded a spirit of innovation and risk-taking. The 

performers affiliated to Annapurna Theatre gradually began to teach young girls from middle-

class Oriya families. 

Revivalism was in the air, and performers and scholars were tracing references and allusions 

in sculpture and literature, systematizing what existed of the form by connecting it to texts like 

the Natyashastra, Abhinaya Darpana and Abhinaya Chandrika, to formulate the style that we 

have now come to identify as Odissi. 

In 1952, freedom fighter and cultural activist Babulal Doshi set up the Kala Vikash Kendra 

in Cuttack with the aim of reviving, patronizing and propagating the traditional performing arts 

of Odisha (History of Kala Vikash Kendra). It employed Kelucharan Mohapatra and Mayadhar 

Rout to teach, and commissioned works in the developing idiom of Odissi for its functions. A 

Sangeet Natak Akademi grant in 1957 facilitated research on folk and tribal dances (‘Milestones 

of Guruji’s Life’ 2001)

A performance by two young dancers, Priyambada Mohanty Hejmadi and Dhirendranath 

Patnaik, at the Inter-University Youth Festival, New Delhi, in 1954, became one of the first 

documented moments of Odissi’s arrival in the national consciousness. The Indologist and art 

critic Charles Fabri penned an effusive account of this performance, calling it ‘one of the most 

perfect classical systems of Indian dancing surviving’ (Fabri 1960). 

REbuilDiNG ThE FoRm

The Jayantika project, launched in 1957, brought dancers, academics, journalists and politicians 

together in a concerted effort to systematize the form in order to gain classical recognition 

for Odissi. Mayadhar Rout and Sanjukta Panigrahi, who both travelled to Chennai to study 

Bharatanatyam at Kalakshetra, brought from their training an understanding of the systems of 

classification available in dramaturgical texts. Between 1957 and 1960, in night-long meetings, 

the group consulted research on Odisha’s temple sculpture, and analysed the existing dance 

vocabulary and rhythmic and melodic patterns, to arrive at a comprehensive format for an 

evening-length recital of Odissi – one which is still loosely followed today. They signed in blood 

to affirm their allegiance to the Jayantika aesthetic (Rout 2014). However, stylistic differences 

within the group cropped up early on, and four dancers who would go on to develop distinctive 

styles – Pankaj Charan Das, Deba Prasad Das, Kelucharan Mohapatra and Mayadhar Rout – 

went their own ways in developing their choreographic oeuvre. 
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comparisons to Bharatanatyam. Celebrated dancers like Yamini Krishnamurthy and Indrani 

Rahman, known for their Bharatanatyam repertoire, trained in Odissi and presented it as 

part of evening-length programmes: they would start with a few Bharatanatyam pieces, go on 

to Kuchipudi and end with a few pieces in Odissi (Lal 2012). In fact, an archival video-clip 

from as early as 1958 shows Indrani Rahman in an interview on British television (Rahman 

1958) demonstrating a sequence where an invocatory verse, mimed with mostly static poses, is 

followed by a short nritta1 piece. In a conversation with the interviewer, Philip Garston-Jones, she 

acknowledges the dance-form as Orissi/Odissi,2 a classical form from Odisha, demonstrating 

typical hand gestures to better contextualize the dance style. Indrani, Yamini and their peers 

were extremely popular artists with an international fan following garnered through frequent 

appearances in overseas tours facilitated by the Indian government. Their performances in New 

Delhi cemented Odissi’s place in the firmament of classical dance.

For classical dance, the buck stops at the Natyashastra. Posthumously anointed the primordial 

ancestor by every dance-form aspiring to classicism, the meanings of this text in relation to a 

form were accommodatingly and continuously revised and reinterpreted to arrive at individual 

definitions of classicism. Odissi makes for an interesting case study; notwithstanding its links 

to temple dancing, sculpture and folk traditions, it underwent a visible reconstruction that is 

acknowledged as a part of its documented history. Its 10–15-minute performance (Patnaik 2001) 

combined discrete elements suitable for intervals in theatre programmes and as competition 

pieces, but hardly substantial enough to form the basis of a new classical dance. The creation of 

a repertoire was the first step towards seeking classical status for this new form.

On the map of India, Odisha is positioned between the north and the south of the country, 

drawing on influences from both these cultures. Some of its first temple dancers came from 

present-day Andhra Pradesh. At the start of the twentieth century, Odisha was part of the Bengal 

Presidency, before being absorbed into the Bihar and Odisha province. It became a state in 

its present composition with the addition of Ganjam from Madras Presidency in 1936. Oriya 

became its official language, but its previous provincial groupings meant that Telugu, Bengali 

and a host of regional dialects continued to be actively used in various parts of the state.3 Odisha’s 

borders have always been fluid. 

I draw on Fabri (1960), who draws attention to the stylistic features shared by Bharatanatyam, 

Kuchipudi and Odissi, while making a case for Odissi as an independent dance-form backed by 

a rich regional history. In contextualizing these influences, he points out that large swathes of 

Odisha were ruled by Andhra kings for centuries. 

Fabri was a key champion of Odissi as a dance-form in its own right. But its proponents often 

came up short against the conflated perception of Odissi as a derivative of Bharatanatyam with 

local inflections. To cement its identity, Odissi would have to emerge as a classical dance rooted liMinal sPaCEs
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geographical influences constituting the history of this newly formed state. 

The members of Jayantika made themselves responsible for building a new identity for 

the form, linking it to its history in sculpture and literature while expanding on its rudiments. 

However, creative differences cropped up and many of the Jayantika members moved away from 

the technique and vocabulary that had been agreed upon in earlier meetings. Yet, despite these 

differences, by the time Jayantika fell apart, Odissi had gained recognition as a classical dance 

through the efforts of its members.

I read this moment of drawing from ritualistic and dramaturgical sources to shape a new 

mode of proscenium performance as a ‘contemporary’ impulse. Contemporary, because the 

makers of Odissi were building a form with the materials at hand – whether they were historical 

sources or existing embodied performances. But what had been reconstructed also gained, 

in this process, a façade of permanence. I find resonance in what Johannes Fabian terms the 

‘denial of coevalness’, where anthropologists, in observing their subjects rather than being in 

dialogue with them, relegate them to a space and time different from the one they inhabit, 

thus denying that they exist in the same time, imposing an ‘allochronism’ on what is actually 

a relationship between contemporaries (Fabian 1983). In the case of Odissi, the form is the 

subject, reconstructed in the present but then relegated to an atemporal realm in order to render 

the form immutable.

How and when does this ‘denial of coevalness’ occur? The basics of Odissi had been agreed 

on and documented, yet it existed and was perpetuated primarily through the bodies of dancers 

who trained in the new style. For instance, the piece Batu nritya was included in Jayantika’s 

Odissi repertoire. A vigorous nritta piece abstractly linked to Shiva in his form as Batukeshwara 

Bhairava, it begins with dynamic movement friezes that show musicians playing the veena, 

flute, mardala4 and cymbals. Some of the poses found in this section of Batu are similar to 

the attitudes depicted in sculpted panels of musicians and dancers found on the walls of the 

Sun temple at Konark. The central section of the piece is set to an ukuta, a repetitive phrase 

of rhythmic syllables set to a popular raga. It is an abstract exploration of movement phrases 

executed in the basic chowk and tribhangi positions found in Odissi, perhaps connected to  

Shiva only through the strength and endurance the sustained use of these grounded postures 

may suggest.

Also, Odissi as proscenium performance demanded an enriched repertoire, and a new  

logic of space, time, movement and spectatorship. The temple dancers’ performances were 

mostly staged in the sanctum sanctorum for the deity, except on certain festive occasions  

when the deity was carried out of the temple in a public procession. They danced in confined 

spaces and directed their performances at a single patron – the divine. Simultaneously, we 

must note that the dance was being reconfigured by professional performers who were used ranjana dave
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temple dancing. 

In adapting the dance to proscenium performance, the logic of spectatorship was completely 

inverted. Now, both the dancer and the deity faced the audience; the dancer may invoke the deity 

but this is translated into performance when the form (embodied by the dancer and the deity) 

stages its divinity for a plebeian audience.

PEDaGoGy iN aN EvolviNG FoRm

What were the reference points for the Jayantika generation? Their collective research efforts 

and embodied knowledge were an important resource. As a case in point, let us look at the 

oeuvre of Kelucharan Mohapatra, one of the four Jayantika members5 who would go on to 

originate distinctive styles of Odissi. Additionally, like in the case of Kelucharan Mohapatra, the 

careful observation of human behaviour became a key source of raw material. These behaviours 

were then stylized and introduced into choreography; a popular example is Mohapatra’s 

classicized adaptation of the lilting gait of a sari-clad woman walking to the river in search of 

water. Odissi was drawing from affectations and gestures that its makers were steeped in. But 

these behaviours with all their subtexts – for instance, the coy tilt of the head, or the petulant 

flirtatiousness suggested in a curve drawn by the chin – had to be systematized and taught to a 

new generation of dancers, alongside the codified form with its emphasis on specific postures. 

When I began writing this essay, I had trained with three of Mohapatra’s disciples for varying 

periods of time, ranging from three months to eight years. Their distinctive individual styles 

delineated for me a stylistic trajectory of his technique and repertoire from the 1960s until his 

death in 2004. This trajectory is illustrated through the constant revision of the chowk position 

over five decades. 

The chowk is one instance of a core principle – a turned-out, square stance – shared by 

several South Asian dance-forms that may find meeting points in texts such as the Natyashastra. 

The deep-seated and turned-out position of the lower body in chowk is common in the sculpture 

found in Odishan temples, while the upper body – with an erect spine and hands at shoulder 

level reinforcing the squareness of the posture – is reminiscent of the image of Jagannath, who 

is depicted as having short, solid arms that emerge at right angles from his torso. Thus the 

chowk as a fundamental stance in Odissi, rooted in its ethos, is an ideal site for my analysis of a 

chronology of form.

Kumkum Lal, the oldest of my teachers, is based in New Delhi and has studied Odissi, 

largely with Kelucharan Mohapatra, since the 1960s. In her early years as a student, there were 

twenty-four basic steps, classified as six groups of four steps each. The present system, where 

the student learns ten steps each in the chowk and tribhangi positions, came about as a matter 

of efficiency. After some years of teaching outside Odisha, Mohapatra had to devise the twenty- liMinal sPaCEs



91step system as an effective means of communicating the stylistic features of the form in shorter 

periods of time (Lal 2012).

Kumkum Lal’s dancing is characterized by its wide chowk, pronounced and extreme bends 

of the body and several moments of direct eye contact with the audience. The hip is usually 

kept steady, but allowances can be made if it moves in conjunction with another body-part. 

Her dance music is untouched by the sheen of modern recording. Some of the pieces she 

performs were created for her or choreographed on her by Kelucharan Mohapatra. She has thus 

had the opportunity to track elements of the Odissi aesthetic that have now stabilized in their 

interpretation, such as the costume. 

As a young student, Kumkum Lal and her peers were entranced by Indrani Rahman’s 

lissome figure, unobscured by a pallu6 – she danced wearing a highly embellished blouse with 

the sari covering only the lower half of the body. Kumkum would have liked to dress similarly, 

but her teacher, Harekrishna Behera, would not allow it for reasons of propriety. The students 

found a way around this proscription – they draped translucent stoles over one shoulder in lieu 

of the opaque pallu. Once stitched costumes became the norm, they came with fitted, tie-on 

pallus, which dancers use to this day.

My teacher in Mumbai, Jhelum Paranjape, dancing since the late 1970s, embodies a 

distinctly different Kelucharan Mohapatra style. Her chowk is narrower (measured by placing 

two shikhara7 hastas between the turned-out feet), the gaze less direct; there is more tension 

and opposition between the undulation of the torso, and the movements of the head, eyes, wrist 

and neck. The hip is squared as a rule, and the movements of connected body-parts are reined 

in to keep the hip immobile. There are no drastic changes of level in the execution of the steps 

in a particular position, and the knees stay soft and bent even when the dancer is meant to be 

standing up. Jhelum Paranjape attended Mohapatra’s workshops at the NCPA (National Centre 

for the Performing Arts) in the early 1980s – a period when he was still choreographing actively, 

but often for large groups. 

Paranjape recalls Mohapatra’s explanation for the chowk: a narrower chowk is visually more 

appealing and easier to dance in for sustained periods of time. She notes that the wider chowk was 

often used as a thani (stance), with dancers executing footwork in a shallow, less defined chowk 

position, and sinking into a wide and deep chowk when there was a pause in the movement. In 

the 1980s, she found that Mohapatra also became very particular about the intensity with which 

the foot struck the floor and the strength of the lower body (Paranjape 2015). 

In 2007 and 2008, three years after Kelucharan Mohapatra’s passing, I participated in 

summer intensives at Srjan, the training institute he founded in Bhubaneswar. The chowk here 

was the narrowest, in the viparita mukha pada position (feet turned away from each other), 

resembling the Bharatanatyam araimandi with the heels of the turned-out feet almost touching 

each other. It was also a shallow chowk, because it was physically impossible and dangerous to ranjana dave



92 sink too far down and have the entire foot striking the floor. This chowk came about because it 

was tougher to locate and control the centre of gravity with the feet further apart, resulting in 

weight shifts that were clunky and visually unappealing. With the feet close to the centre, the 

dancer had greater control over the quality and speed of the footwork.8 The movements of other 

body-parts were minimized similarly, in the effort to make the body a compact unit. 

During Mohapatra’s lifetime and after, the chowk has undergone constant revision, based 

on his changing aesthetic preferences, and an empirical understanding of his practice and its 

offshoots. Every wave of his disciples9 practises and disseminates the technique imparted to 

them when they began training. Thus there are several aesthetics and versions of technique 

ascribed to the same choreographer. The chowk illustrates how definitive notions of form can 

in reality be extremely personal notions that broadly reference a ‘classical’ ideal, while evolving 

from individualized and specific conditions of production.

We now have a third generation of dancers trained by Mohapatra’s disciples, who continue 

to keep in circulation different ‘editions’ of the chowk and other nuances of the Odissi technique, 

based on what their teachers learned and passed on to them. This is further complicated by the 

hybridity of technique, since dancers today enjoy greater mobility as a matter of privilege or 

circumstance and often learn from more than one teacher in the course of their training. 

In this scenario, how is the relationship between the student and the teacher organized? 

The classicization of a form enables its functioning within an economy of performances, grants, 

awards and institutions. As with other performing art forms, the guru–shishya parampara was 

a model for pedagogical transmission in Odissi. The guru–shishya parampara is based on a 

hierarchical yet familial relationship between the teacher and the student, where learning can 

be direct or by observation over a long period of time. The guru occupies an exalted place in 

the hierarchy, and is viewed as divine or near-divine by the shishya. In return for the knowledge 

gained, the student – whose chief attributes, besides skill and talent, must include the ability to 

be loyal, respectful and malleable – reciprocates with gurudakshina, an offering to the teacher, 

realized as material gifts, personal services and, in infrequent instances, money. The guru–

shishya parampara possibly evolved in a time where such communities were more likely to be 

self-sufficient, and not reliant on money as the primary means of differentiation and medium of 

exchange within the community. 

Meanwhile, in the language used to perpetuate it, classical dance is seen through the prism 

of its association with mythology and divinity. While technique, grammar and expressivity 

matter, the form is taken to be more than a sum of its parts. By dint of its history and its choice 

of subject matter, much like the guru–shishya parampara, the form has its own obscure logic. It 

is beyond censure. How can this essence be purveyed to students who are, in principle, willing 

to invest time, money and effort to learn, but with the definite expectation of being able to gain 

something in return for the resources invested? liMinal sPaCEs



93As Odissi is now taught,10 the aspiring dancer learns a set of body-conditioning exercises 

that are targeted at commonly used muscle groups, particularly those of the lower body, while 

improving general flexibility. This is followed by a basic sequence of steps in chowk and tribhangi 

that introduce the dancer to basic movement patterns, hand gestures and inflections of the 

upper body. The dancer then goes on to learn a repertoire – invocations, technical dances set to 

rhythmic syllables and text-based narrative pieces – usually choreographed by first-generation 

makers from the Jayantika era (over the decades). 

Between dancers, there is wariness about how choreographies are taught, how music is 

shared, how knowledge is passed on and what one does with that knowledge. ‘Innovation’ 

is not necessarily frowned upon, as long as it continues to deploy the form in preconceived, 

recognizable configurations. But one is not encouraged to ‘distort’ the form. Distortion is 

interpreted as an act of seeking to critique or unpack anything that came before. In having 

withstood the test of time, the works of the first-generation gurus are considered perfect and 

complete. To treat them as tropes that can be deconstructed or reworked would be construed 

as ‘distorting’ the work, because one is effectively destabilizing the hierarchy between the guru 

and the shishya by asserting one’s right to continue viewing these choreographic works as fluid 

configurations of form, constantly subject to change.11

Cast into a market economy, the indefinite and highly personal logic of exchange within the 

guru–shishya relationship is at odds with the transactional logic that it now, perforce, inhabits. 

The urban or semi-urban environment that Odissi is now taught in calls for a pedagogical 

model that is pluralistic in nature, one that enables the sharing of knowledge and resources. The 

dancer has access to more information, and wants to apply these diverse influences in training 

and performance. But it is tricky to negotiate the body of knowledge contained within the guru–

shishya parampara. With the passing of Kelucharan Mohapatra and most of his peers from 

Jayantika, the multiple notions of form authored by him are taken to be stable and unchanging. 

In their precarious sense of stability, stilled by the death of the author, they are identified as 

‘tradition’, as the ‘essence’ of the form.

Meanwhile, we are at a juncture where there are constrictive attempts to bind Odissi to 

a specific geography, language, religion, ethnicity, and widely accepted, identifiable historical 

evidence in the form of sculpture and literature. This approach finds resonance in the current 

political climate, which encourages hagiographic re-readings of history towards establishing 

a questionable historical continuity that is used to bind ownership to ethnic identity, without 

taking into account the seepages and discontinuities that have shaped it significantly.

Then, what is Odissi? Is it the steps and pieces that make up the form; is it contained 

in the chowk and tribhangi? Or is it a manifestation of its history of performance, sculpture 

and literature? Is it a framework that enables particular movement possibilities? What do these 

coagulative notions of Odissi as a ‘form’ mean for the choreographic inquiries of those who ranjana dave



94 came after the Jayantika generation? Moreover, what informs their notion of ‘form’? How do 

they define its boundaries? 

These flexible notions of form are central to fresh investigations by second and third 

generation choreographers who engage with Odissi through a new process of authorship. If 

reinventing aesthetic codes through the Jayantika project signified one kind of ‘contemporary’12 

impulse for dancers in the 1950s, for Odissi dancers today, such impulses have to be articulated 

through their practice and its relationship to the term ‘contemporary’. 

Positing the ‘contemporary’ as a sensibility rather than a notion of form, I study the works 

of these choreographers through its lens, arguing that the ‘traditional’ and the ‘contemporary’ 

need not be binaries. I was struck by the articulations posited in the work of second generation 

dancer-choreographers such as Sharmila Biswas, Ramli Ibrahim and Surupa Sen. 

None of the above-mentioned choreographers necessarily identify themselves as 

‘contemporary’ artists. Sharmila Biswas lives and works in Kolkata, where she runs the Odissi 

Vision and Movement Centre, teaching Odissi to amateurs while creating and performing 

work with some of her older dancers. As a teenager, she studied at Children’s Little Theatre, a 

performing arts school that introduced children to creative practices in dance and drama. It was 

during this time that she was introduced to Odissi. 

Sharmila went on to study with Kelucharan Mohapatra. Her notion of the ethos of Odissi is 

rooted in the daily life of Odisha’s inhabitants. In an interview published in the Deccan Herald, 

she elaborated:

The festivals, the clothes, how the feet move, how the body arches – these details make up the human 

rhythm. A classical dance is stylized and codified into transferable movements that will function in 

largely the same way in Kolkata, New York or anywhere in the world. But the same is not true of folk 

dance; it has not evolved from grammatical analysis. It is very fluid and regional. (Biswas 2014)

In doing so, Sharmila attempts to draw in even greater measure from Odissi’s ‘inherent’ 

mannerisms and attitudes, which are then distilled, stylized and pedagogically transmitted 

within classical dance. Her work is based on her study of folk culture in Odisha and, interestingly, 

the preoccupations of artists who embody it. For instance, she may work with a third-person 

imagining of the effect of a particular raga played at a certain time of day, translating this into 

a pure dance piece – Charukesi Pallavi – which, uncharacteristically, resists rhythm through a 

studied, non-rhythm-bound deliberation on languor.

Rhythm, however, in its presence and absence, is one of the important bridges between 

her research and practice. Her work is marked by a tacit understanding that virtuosity can and 

should be overridden by spontaneity and abandon. Sharmila encourages her dancers to train in 

music so that they can arrive at a more complete understanding of performance. Her core group 

is often actively involved in the research process for her choreographic work.

Sharmila builds spontaneity into her work. In Avartan–Vivartan, a simple mathematical liMinal sPaCEs



95game played by children using sticks as props becomes an entry point into her thoughts on 

rhythm, grammar and language, and Tagore’s ideas of tala. She juxtaposes these thoughts 

against a movement palette of jumps and basic stepping patterns that help her dancers cover 

space effectively and quickly. The playful quality of the piece is mirrored by the buoyancy of the 

movement – and the choreography is constructed to bolster these qualities.

Sharmila’s costumes are plain, made of colourful and inexpensive local textiles, and often 

draped – unlike the ornate stitched costumes favoured by most Odissi dancers. She is uniquely 

positioned, for as a native of Kolkata, there is a geographic and, by extension, a socio-cultural 

affinity to the traditions of Odisha. Yet the relationship between Odisha and Bengal also evinces 

a long and conflicted history.13 

This tension, I believe, brings an objectivity to Sharmila Biswas’ work. She roots her practice 

in local flavour, but is able to perceive it without being hindered by nostalgia or tokenism. 

Ramli Ibrahim studied with Deba Prasad Das, who was part of the Jayantika movement and 

then broke away from it to reinforce a different stylistic notion of Odissi that also privileged 

rawness (Acharya 2012) – in its physicality and emotional barometer – calling into question the 

synonymy between classicism and restraint. 

I take a quick look at how choreography takes on different meanings for Ramli, for he 

maintains close links with fellow-artists from the same lineage, regularly commissioning work 

from them. He rearranges these works for his company, Sutra Dance Theatre, in Kuala Lumpur, 

Malaysia. Sutra dancers train in ballet, contemporary forms and Bharatanatyam, alongside 

Odissi. Playing on masculine and feminine archetypes from Indian mythology, Ramli can 

sometimes arrive at highly subversive notions of how Odissi bodies can relate to each other. 

His dancers entwine arms, legs and bodies – caressing, engulfing and even kicking each other 

– facilitating a high degree of physical intimacy. The body is no longer a frontal, vertical unit 

with dancers slithering on the floor, throwing their legs up into the air, or linking limbs to create 

moving tableaus.

Sutra’s dancing attempts to find a balance between Ramli Ibrahim’s own imagining of 

Odissi’s mysticism and its connections to an essence – be it in the choreography commissioned 

from artists in Odisha, or in the sandal-paste that his dancers wear on their foreheads.14 One has 

always been intrigued by how Ramli’s dancers – often very young, and of mixed Malay, Chinese 

and Indian heritage – embody his vision of Odissi. He places great importance on the visual 

he creates on stage, framing the movement vocabulary by using sets and props. The dominant 

feminine, in her sensuous, benign and fearsome aspects, is a recurring trope in his work. In 

Chakravaka Pallavi, a composition of Durga Charan Ranbir performed at the International 

Odissi Festival in Bhubaneswar in 2011 with one male and four female dancers, Ramli restaged 

the dance as an encounter between a hermit and four nymphs intent on luring him away from 

his austerities. His inspirations for this restructuring of the piece include the story of Nijinsky ranjana dave



96 going insane, and mythological manifestations of desire and temptation (Saranyan 2009). 

While writing this essay in 2014–15, I trained at Nrityagram, the dance village set up by 

Protima Gauri, who studied Odissi with Kelucharan Mohapatra starting in the mid-1970s. 

Mohapatra taught at Nrityagram in the early 1990s, and their understanding of the chowk and 

torso undulations of his style is remarkably similar to Paranjape’s style. It is distinguished, 

however, by an emphasis on precision, clarity and alignment. For instance, their neck, head 

and eye movements, which have no uniform applications in Odissi technique and vary from 

teacher to teacher, are very specific and follow a pattern. There are no uncertain outcomes; 

every part of the body is aware of its purpose, towards realizing a particular visual effect. Early 

on, Nrityagram’s work displayed an awareness of alignment, towards creating cleaner lines 

and using the body effectively to minimize physical stress and prevent injury. In many other 

pedagogical models, alignment is articulated as the ‘correct pose’ – which purveys a frontal 

understanding of posture in the picture it creates for the audience. However, these models do 

not dwell on how the dancer achieves the pose, thus leaving them susceptible to injury.15

Surupa Sen, the artistic director of the Nrityagram Dance Ensemble, based in the dance 

village of the same name on the outskirts of Bengaluru, states that her notion of form emerges 

from sustained and rigorous practice.

Every single day you think, sleep, eat, dream and breathe that. After everything that comes out of you 

is just that language, the possibilities of that language become vast . . . it has to be emotionally right, 

physically right, intellectually right, spatially right and definitely spiritually right because it is born of 

a certain ethos. Even the difference between a slight angle of the neck, body or torso makes all the 

difference. And so, to find that, you have to simply practise it till there’s nothing else coming out of you, 

till you’ve really . . . sublimated yourself. (Sen and Satpathy 2014)

When Surupa choreographs, she is often unconcerned about the sequence of steps that 

make up a movement. She thinks in qualities: what the dancer should feel, what a movement 

should look like to the audience, what its sensibility is – articulating these ideas in her chosen 

language, Odissi, across space and time. 

Nrityagram’s Odissi language draws from the principles of the Kelucharan Mohapatra 

style, and their study of the Natyashastra and Abhinaya Darpana. It is informed in rigour and 

sustainability by regular cross-training and the ensemble’s exposure to modern and contemporary 

dance practices. Surupa draws on this language, breaking down familiar movement patterns in 

Odissi and reassembling them in unlikely and startling constellations. She does this by treating 

the vocabulary not just as a series of ‘steps’ – detailed combinations within the technique – 

but by assessing its potential as ‘movement’ – for instance, studying how walking, jumping, 

spinning or gliding might bring different energies to the same step. 

Surupa views the ‘contemporary’ as a sensibility, where certain usages of Odissi as a  

language allow her to communicate to an audience in the present moment. Simultaneously, the liMinal sPaCEs



97stories it tells are set in a certain age, even though the emotions they deal with are universal. 

Thus her language is a temporal one, maximizing its expressive potential within particular 

fictional environments. 

As choreographers, Sharmila Biswas, Ramli Ibrahim and Surupa Sen all draw on being able 

to view Odissi with a certain objectivity. Their sense of Odissi as a contemporary form is not 

necessarily vested in an aesthetic code or in technique – it has more to do with the sensibility 

that informs how they process its existing vocabulary and their ongoing research. In reading 

their work, we must also call into question the connotations of the word ‘choreography’ within 

classical dance; it is widely understood to be the act of making specific (and/or unconventional) 

choices about concepts, contexts, music, verse and vocabulary. For a piece of work to be 

understood as classical dance, it has to make these tangible choices within the stylistic ethos  

of the form. The ethos of a form, however, is a highly individualistic concept, which wildly  

varies in scope and meaning for each artiste attempting to capture it. And it is through this 

process of tethering the ethos to tangible choices that classical dancers negotiate their 

relationship to the contemporary.

ranjana dave



98 NoTEs
1 Pure dance, the technical aspect of the form.
2 The name of the dance was more commonly spelt as 

orissi in its early years.
3 They continue to be used till date, since odisha 

shares borders with bengal and andhra Pradesh. 
4 Pakhawaj-like oblong drum used in odissi dance 

and music. 
5 The others include Deba Prasad Das, mayadhar 

Rout and Pankaj charan Das.
6 The end of the sari that goes over the shoulder  

to cover the upper torso.
7 The tenth single-hand gesture in the Abhinaya 

Darpana, formed by balling four fingers into  
a fist with the thumb sticking out.

8 From conversations with various company dancers 
at srjan in may 2007 and may/June 2008.

9 separated by a decade.
10 based on my personal experience and observation 

of odissi teachers at work in mumbai, New Delhi, 
bengaluru and bhubaneswar.

11 in odissi, most first generation works were 
choreographed on specific dancers (not always 
as commissioned work) and then taught to other 
dancers following the same style. Thus the question 
of copyright is a convoluted one, because there is 
no consensus on whether the work can still belong 
to a single person or institution. Then, the remake 
throws up sentimental issues more than legal ones, 
since it is read as a challenge to the old order 
– made with the aim of improving upon existing 
work rather than another step in the continuous 
evolution of a form. 

12 i refer to the contemporary as a sensibility in its 
temporal quality, rather than a stylistic impulse or 
notion of form. 

13 Take the debate around the origins of Jayadeva, 
the author of the twelfth-century sanskrit epic 
Gita Govinda. both odisha and bengal claim him 
as their own, respectively locating his birthplace 
in the district of khurda in odisha or birbhum in 
West bengal. Jayadeva, through the Gita Govinda, is 
deeply linked to the history of the Jagannath temple 
in Puri, and consequently to the odissi repertoire. 
his identity as a native of the region is crucial 
in asserting this connection. simultaneously, 
the Kenduli Mela at the other probable site of his 
birth in present-day West bengal is a big annual 
gathering of bauls or itinerant singers from 
bengal. 

14 a mode of make-up that has auspicious 
connotations.

15 This is changing, with dancers focusing on 
alignment and conditioning to reduce injury and 
prolong their artistic careers.
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