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Articulating Choreography: Understanding Dance in Indian Context through Somatic
Language

Suman Bhagchandan

Abstract :

Thepaperis anattemptat analysingspecificartistsandtheir worksvis-a-vis how Indiandancehas
undergonenutationgo createadividebetweerd c o nt e thp o andddcyl a d a n ¢ &ibes
guestiongertinento lookingatdanceasoneof theaspect®f deterritoralizatiommaterializedWhat
definesthe contemporarinessf a performanceand how doesa danceform developinto a coded
languageand separatatself from the other kinds of performanceoescontemporarydancein
India, accordingo theviewersmeanstrangemeaninglessnovements®oesdancealwayshaveto
beinsertedwith a singlemeaningwhich is sharedby the performerandthe audienceor is it open
to multiple articulationson eitherend?Drawing from excerptsfrom my interviewswith dancers,
dancemerformancesvitnessecandworkshopsattended] havetried to formulatean argumenibon
whatconstitutesas6é ¢ o nt e mp m damageandhewspductionandreproductionof the same
danceis articulatedbasedn the socicculturalunderstandingf the languageof movement

Key Words:

Contemporarylanguage omovement, articulation, dance semiology, palimpsest tradition, somatic
articulation
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In a mom of six dancerthere | wasobserving from the corner and translating dance gestures in my
diary. And then there was Deepak Shivaswamy,
standing stationary with his hands folded close to the chest and making mental notes fortdem. Th
boys and three women in alternate rows ran in opposite directions in the room and paused in a half
forward bent posi tad itoastomakedhbm look aoured end deg if theg Wwere

able to express the same bodily expression athesstulio. He di dndot meaxthpeect t |
intensity of their feelings with each other but asked them to reflect on the relationship between the
emotion and the somatic articulation ofwith themselves And so, after a brief pausand
observationthey reamed their movement across the room and gradually shifted into a synchronous
tensed physical postdet hey were a step closer to their pe
choreography naméedithin conceptualised by AtiMangaldas. These dancetrsined in classical

dance, Kathak, who with the help of Shivaswamgre creating a new dance language of Kathak
based in 6contemporary styl eo.

The following paper is not about analysis of spedafitists or their workdutit will look into how
Indandance has undergone mutations to create a
0cl assical danced. What defines the contempor
develop into a coded language and separate itself from the other kipasfawance?Does
contemporary dance in Indiaccording to the viewenmmean strange, meaningless movements?

Does dance always have to be inserted with a smghlning, whichs sharedby the performer and

the audience or is it open to multiple articulationseither end? Drawing from excerpts from my
interviews with dancers, dancer performances witnessed and workshops attended, | will try to
formul ate an argument on what constitutes as
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reproduction of the sae dance is articulated based on the soudltural understanding of the
language of movement.

Af ter witnessing Shi v areqguestd i gor an linterwiew. Myrfist e e d i
guestion tdhim wasabout his involvement with a prominent Delhi based Kathak group, Drishtikon,

as a contemporary dancer. As an outsider to the institutionalised language of dance, what is the
strategy of intervention that he adopts to dislocate Kathak and relocate iteomap of
contemporary style while maintaining the tonality of the dgmeee™He says that as a natassical
dancer he plays the O6neutral guy o who steps
amongst dancers. Of course, myerybodycan ariculate in the same manner but the general
semiotic expression must be the same in casbhaographwith more than one person on stage.
According to Deepak this intervention is not to suggest dancers to develop a uniform approach to a
performance buttbe in sync with each other through a movement dialogue. He further states that

6dance 1is not a form that i's best of articu
information point to point. I td0s notesemseafoded
somet hingéeven | anguage doesnét do it. o

Is contemporary dance and its rooded gestures a way of then removing dance articulation from
the responsibility of carrying a message across to the audience? Where does one place the Rasa
theory in dance, which essentially concerns itself with receigimgsponse from thaudience,

which i s in conjugation with the dancerds S emi
Practcd i n Situd talks about sil ent consensus ac
| anguage. A perfordmasmanetru snitg dloway s doaywe fur
articulation of it. Consequentl vy, 6as soo0on as

analysis runs the double risk of mistaking a choreography for a language and of confusing the way
inwhi ch a choreography makes sense with the mi
98 The audienceds at t atminingoanuniform ramdslingdisticallg sodnsl t h €
articulation of the movement which bears the stamp of cultural appoecidhe movement
language at this point thus risks into being trapped by the semiological structuration as a text to be
read and rather than experienced.

On the other extremeyenif one removes dance choreography from its direct notational meaning

in written language, the tendencyts delve into movement analysis. This desire to conceive
movement language further aggravates the problem of associating it with fixed signifiers thus
performing a reductive reading of dance articulation. An instand¢esoftovement analysis is from
Deepakds performance (unnamed) whericketdnehe depi
street. He recalledow after the performance someone from the audience questioned his choice to
show young boys pelting stones. Thécalation of a bowling action as an act of stone pelting
opened a vent for discussion of how dance gestures are culturally received by people and the
possibilityof6t r ut hé i n it si troesadailnsgo. aHes ksiaild,i n6é he ¢
in such a way that you just evoke that though
in your head than when somedsé r yi ng t o (Bhagghandani,2000) you. 6

According to him, contemporary dance hopes to evoke a reaction from tiemaudt is this

response that his work is sought afsrd not necessarily a meaningful articulation of the
performance, encoded in a singular semantic
know better than yo problematie. Ared ene bfithe thimgsthat mostofehe t h
contemporary art does is to get away from it. To take out the narration of it. To take out the pleasure
of actually saying something from a pébhdepstal
Shi vaswamydés pursuit for a reaction from th
choreography through Saussur eds approach t
Saussure if language units are broken into singular, disconnected phcm&tacters then

e
0]
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signification dominates sensorial reception of these units which separates spoken language from
other linguistic structures. However, as Sabsich takes the language of choreography beyond this
linguistic representation to place it on thatfirm of articulation, the signification over sensorial
hierarchy is disturbed. And since choreographic articulation is based on the relationship of
differentiation between two heterogenous parts and the connection between them, the language of
choreograpy goes beyond a mere signification or sensorial analysis of movement. Instead it
invokes a series of differentialehich has elements of neensorial as wellthus making each
response more individualistic in natu(&18)

Thisdichotomy practiced in dance reception on the lineoghitive articulation throughnguistic
structuration and spiritual articulation through suspension of thoughts started to develop very early
on as dance entered the proscenium stage for public roptisn through institutionsln my

di ssertation submitted to Del hi University, t
Pedagogy i n Kat hhe kndtatidns illaamce eeceptio(peredatteakl) from spaces

of private performance to gernment ownership and overhauling of the dance form for culturally
utilitarian purposeslt was in the early tonid-20th century that both contemporary dar(@éich

still is a debatable term attached with'2@ntury dance in India)f UdayShankar andanstruction

of institutional Kathakook place.At this point in dance history, th@pposition betweenlassical

and contemporary was nstarksinceboth aimed at glorifying the spiritual nature of Indiamck

aimed at Western audience. The oriental potidn of movement aesthetics was intended to expand
the global scope of spirituality associated with Indian culture, as oppadedt@aterial, intellectual
West.In The Nation and its FragmentShatterjee outlines the criticism of traditional secidtural
practices of the East during the colonial period and the hierarchy of values this implied. The East
however retaliated by organising its cultural practice around superior, spiritual beliefs. As a

consequence, the West wmai bbathkate&adherextethdl b & s m:
that influences us, conditions us, and forces us to adjust to it. Ultimately, it is unimportant. The
spiritual, which |ies within, i1s our true sel

foregrounded the spiritual elements in cultural practices, it could adapt itself to the modern
influences of the Wes tgtd. in@Bmagchdmdani, 2015 osi ng it s i

In 1952 when the foundation of Bhartiya Kala Kendra was ta@beginning of institutional Kathak

in Delhi (cultural capital) was firmly established. Cultural entrepreneurs ensured that representatives
of classical dance were brought to the city to sanctify the practice of dance. To further formalise
movement aeketics (in case of Kathak), books on gestural meaning of Kathak were printed. One
of the initiators in this direction was Maya Rao who sketched gestures and somatic movements thus
signifying it with the written word. Of course even before codification Bapg in print, thenudras

had fixed meaning attached to it, but because of its association with oral learning, it was both open
to change through individual adoption and also subject to interpretation. Print media was therefore
a means to provide etymolagi significance to dance gesticulation, which could have slipped into
the improvisational territory of contemporary dance. This institutionally accepted language of dance
was linear in nature since it was read as a genealogical development oadantaion, which

was preserved through practice over the years. Subsequghtlyana or the families of dance
practitioners wergaised to the pedestal of supervisors and decision makers in the linguistic
codification and movement articulation of classicahce.

Reading this shift in cul tur al devel opment [
articulation, one can see the relationship of domination and subordinatiorbetngito the
construction of anovement ideology. While bottontemporary dance and classical dance aimed at
spiritual upliftment through dance dialogue, the latter gained prominencegithitsu codified
expression. It wa at this mment that classical dance entetbd space of cultural articulation,
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including withn its gamut improvisational techniques, multiple interpretations, and
contemporariness of dance subjects, while at the same time validating these through the presence of
stalwarts of dance and stakeholderglodranas One can thus see the mutation in @aulture
through Hall s reading of mi scell aneous forc
practices over others. The acknowledgement of these forces thus becomes essential in revisiting
established cultural practiceés forma coherent Isitorical understanding of how certain aspects of
culture have been articulated across time:

The aim of a theoreticalliynformed political practice must surely be to bring
about or construct the articulation between social or economic forces and those
might lead them in practice to intervene in history in a progressivé \aay
articulation which has to beonstructedhrough practice precisely because it is
not guaranteed by how these forces are constituted in the first (@age.

Continuing on e same note, Hall highlights the manner in which institutions materialise a
communicatiorpattern, whichpromotes the structure of (cultural) articulation. These institutional
forces working from different directions like political, economic, technical, social, etc. are
continuously in the process of materialising articulation which enters the conscioofgensral

public. Other material forces like institutional standardisation, advertisement, reinforcement
through popular consent, etc reiterates the normalisation of these cultural articuldtomever,

Hall gives the responsibility of farticulation @ these cultural patterns to theorists who must tease
out these contributory forces and perform a deconstructive reading of accepted cultural normative.
The context in which the identity is constructed and practices generateslitoded revisited to
undestand the politics of context itseA.recent performance (July 2018) that adequately explains
this connotationaperformance that creates the context rather than context giving way to the
performanceas Ghostingby Bernice Lee. Performed at an eventtpogether by Gati Forum, New

Delhi, the choreogghic piece begins with Lee takiregselfie with the audience amatinouncing

that the viewerare free to record her and tag ba social medialhe performance began with Lee
exploring the space with hermas closing in and moving away from her body; she gradually, in a
soft voice started saying, | ndel i bl e in the hippocampus is t
bet ween Lteheed st woo.i6ce i ncreased in volume and t
the whole room; her movements too became witlee.two lines were broken into pieces, jumbled

up and reproducédsometimes as pases, at other times stutterdthe performance that went on

for almost 10 minute®dged towards an emphasis on the wasd gahut éuprd@ariou$ and
dndelibled The performance ironically did invoke laughter in the audience, though some continued
to stare at the performing body with an unsure gdigerticipation. This continued for a while as

the audience aneven those natctively participating in the performance recmidhe evehwith

thar mobile phones, perhaps to revisit it later and look for the meaning in isolation.

The performance cante a sudden end with Lee ditey confronting the audience as she snapped

at them with the statemend, s tr e o r d i & @rhoinent df refiecion for the audience, the

ones laughing and recording mambarrassethan others. Lee took a pause before opening the

hall for discussion. She didntismids their reaction and agredth their articulation of the
performance as laughterinducingpiece of art. However, compelled to recreate the context of the
perfor mance, she explained the origin of t he
Kavanaughos acttheocburseé dd lnegdexua assadltuThis imfgrmation created an
uncomfortable stir in the audience who started to reartictiat@erformance in their head with a
different context whiclmow manifested in front of them. (Lee, 2018)

Lee explaing&Ghostinggs6 The word | wuse to name my practice
of articulations seeking to understand a danced relationship between time, embodied (cultural)
me mor y, a rnBhkchohmeebgyfhe inténded motive is not to create a unifamculation
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of meaning or even singular connectivity across chronotopes of performance but to generate a
context imbued with a political thought which rearticulates the choreographic piece, furthering it
each time into circumstantial improvisation.Likeo st cont emporary artists
understanding a performance but suggests a sefeslinf) thatis beyond linguistic representation.

What about her snap at the audience NANStop re
reclaimingownership of her body and inverting the gaze back to the audience. Lee, like most artists
encourages audience participation during the course of the performance rather than recording the
performance for revisitation without context. The continuously fadiady that refuses to be
forgottenwants to enter the sensorial memory of the audience anohhothe cyborg world of

multiple mechanical reproductions. By reclaiming her body and performance, Lee expands the
context of the performance beyond its spanateriality to extend itself towards a cultural and
universal feeling of ownership that one is often reduced to, thus reiterating the origin of the idea of
Ghosting of physical subjectivity and refusal to be ghosted/forgottes.an oddoaradoxn itself

because she initially asked the audience to record her if they wanted to and by recording her
performance, there is hardly any podsibit y of 6 g h o st iitemedsthegath&moneg pl a
reliable and less elusive memory of the cybéugd maybe this selHcontradictory move was one of

the ways in which Lee wanted to establisé context of her performanegich induced misplaced

laughter and unsettled the comfortable, passive reception of the people. Perhaps, the performance
was aimed only at opening the doors of multiple articulations which collectively contributed to
materlisation of the context of perfoance.

It is here that contemporary dancedoa nc e, whi ch i s n otdkes@backdeatd 6 wi
and classical dance wipecific meaning attached totie gestrural understanding of a system of
languagetakes precedence. Even if a person is not able to articulate the entire dance language the
satisfaction of knowi ng that thereds a meani
meaning, allows the audience to feel in sync with the performete@morary dance on the other

hand takes away the pleasure of assigning a fixed signifier. The apparent meaninglessness of
contemporary dance disables the spectator from the position of authority of assigning meaning and
categorisation to dance. The gazenterrupted by the abstractedness of peeformance, which

refuses to be narrowed to a singular, unifying articulation. The sense of community and spiritual
connectivity across space which classical dance provides the audience with or has at le&ést aimed
provide them with is also disrupted because here the individual takes precedence over community.

Performing arts hteorists likePallabi Chakravorty looks at Indian classical dance through the
anthropological and cultural framework to trace this intitwacbetween dance and collective
viewership as a means to social construction of belief systemseldes ay 6 Some Li n
Orientalism: Classical | ndi an Dance aRiydz t he
(regular, repeated practice of a penficng art form) andRasain the context of Indian classical

dance. The essay is a detailed reading of how dance travels across time and space, carrying with
itself the mutations in understanding the binary concept of tradition and modernity; the negotiatio

with the past and an adjustment with the contemporary. Undeubi®e s t i on O Embodi me
Cul tur al Memoryd Chakravorty echoes the conce
palimpsestic understanding of culture. Drawing forth the dichotosfationship between Western
undersanding of the performing bods the subject of gaze and the Eastern reception of the dancing
figure as the embodiment of spiritual emotion, she places the argument in the linguistic and
paralinguistic experience of perfoance. The section traces dance scholarship from 1960s and 70s
where dance was being read as a choreographic text for analysis by western scholars, sometimes
edging towards a reductive and essentialist reading of the performance. In comparison to this,
Chakravortyds essay pushes -sepsorialleeeriénoes ad Nichaek s i n
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Jacksondés anecdotes to highlight the dance ex
(89-99)

It becomesalmost necessatty include here two quotes which foreground embodied experiences
articulated as something beyoofien-reductivelinguistic expression:

Before each thought that | have written in this book | have set a phrase, a haunting
echo of these weird old songs which the soubf the black slave spoke to men

[ é fhe rhythmic cry of the sladestands teday not simply as the sole American
music, but as the most beautiful expression of human experience born this side of
the seas. It has been neglected, itheen, and is, half despised, and above all it

has been persistently mistaken and misunderstood; but not withstanding, it still
remains the singular spiritual heritage of the na#ind the greatest gift of the

Negro people. (Du Boif6)

It is acult enacted. An image of the past, even in the form of a master narrative, is
conveyed and sustained by ritual performances. And this means that what is
remembered in commemorative ceremonies is something in addition to a
collectively organised variarf personal or cognitive memory. For if ceremonies
are to work for their participants, if they are to be persuasive to them, then those
participants must not be simply cognitively competent to execute the
performance; they must be habituated to thegoerdnce. This habituation is to

be found in the bodily substrate of the performance (Connerton 198Rt, tid.

in Niyogi).

Both Du Bois and Connertonds reference to th
indicates a sensorial experience ethprecedes titillating (generational?) memory over temporal,

i ndependent | inguistic articulation. Perhaps
India who are used to classical dance.

Does this mean that contemporary damsewe see ithreates to rupture this genealogical fabr

of cultural emotion? Dodse lack of codification and promisednse of spiritual upliftment makes

it any less articulate than classical dance forms? Why is there still a hierarchical gam heiwee

we see classical Indian dance and Indian dancers performing in contemporary style? According to
well-kknowndance critic in India, Ashish Mohan Khok:
belief system is tarnishing the reputation of Indiarscdai ¢ a | dance. AOur art
spirit and soul and that is why they were rooted in divinity. Western forms are rooted in body and

t hat is a tempor al form of ar (NatharCA0l®H sTkeifeara | da
expressed by Khalt is not necessarily shared by all classical dancers, but is still quite prevalent in
dance circles. The binaries between mind/body, spiritual/temporal and articulate and the apparently
inarticulate have been the question of debate in case of danceaecepte the inception of
institutional classical dance.

Laclauds reading of hegemony and domination o

classical dance overnonnst i t uti onal i sed contemporary dan
Popul i smé explores the potenti al of hegemoni c
articulation. l'tds a gradual process of asser

in such a way that their pnal tthe mgparent becanmes thg o n i
ubiquitous.(gtd. in Slack, 121) t 6s per haps this sense of hier:
classicadance, whiclseparates dancerkdi Deepak Shivaswamy who choalsace to not instruct

the audience but encourages ustirding of the experience:
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6if I could say something, if | ctwddnaok. wr it
6Causeéwriting or sayingéif | ciothtvseymse o me tmh
clear. So why woul d tihmeldancicgef. sorBeonet h e rweuids n o
understand everythingédanaret iicsulnatti an ,f olrent &

é

But thereds also other way of LUndesskandnThe sedondar t .

| go into that loop as an astj two things happen.Nu mber one, thereds a pr
something all the time. Numbertwp,ut t i ng mysel f above an audie

know better thanyolpl ease | i sten to me. Thatos ptrobbl ems
the contemporary art does is to get away from it. To take out the narration oftak&mut the

pleasure of actually saying something from a pedestal. Butthdto e s n 6 t me a n t he
meani ngl ess. Because o0n e capitalistngpciety hia the vaeildyvte | os
experience something. We never lookats o met hi ng and say |1 6m here

rather than understandisgo me t hBhagghandani2z009).

And then someti mes, t o appepahead thrpugh performaredsd St
like Translt. Performed at Delhi in a basement, the choreography was to tease the city audience who
essentially look for some social and political megrnin contemporary performances and he decided

to removeall such connotabing to make it only an abstract movement experiénitee actual

somatic articulation of space rather than expanding it to a philosophical, social méabayan

with a 15 minutes workshop thivolunteers from the audiencewhich there wera few mavement

exercises across space by thénce the volunteers had communicated with teh physical space
around them, Deepak requested them to return to their places and then started what appeared to be
an almost solo replica of their combined movemeklhien quesoned about this choice of
performance he said thatfor once he wanted to rip off all political thoughts intersecting a
performance and allow the audience to enter the space of articulation of a performance themselves.
Through his workshop he intendedetpectators to have a dialogue with the inner space of
movement articulation and then experience the
of performance was not mainstream political in its nature but it would be gross mistake to call it an
@apolitical 8 performance since in an unusual |
somatic articulation in the audience participaiitee audience and especially the volunteers learnt

a lot more about their own physical movement, theirlgadaction to the presence of other dancers,

and their relationship with the space around them. The workshop constructed a space for corporeal
awareness vig-vis the occupants of the place as opposed to people placing themselves on the larger
map of soa-political collective identity.

Shivaswamyds works in particular are ai med ¢
contemporary dance as an elite choice of expression. Through his compositions he wants the
audience and the workshop participantexplore the abstractedness of emotions and experiences
through dance articulation. For instance, during the interview he mentionagitkishopbased
performances with people from Kashmir, coalminers, and construction workers. In each of these
cases, hallows the participants to choose their expression and to use their body to articulate the
sam@i t 6s not coded in a universal | anguage of
itis in fact a methodology adopted by him to let dance betbenmedium of diculation for people

who need nbdepend on linguistic framework of expression, expectdancestalwarts to represent

them on the prosceniunfihese performances are not entrenched with social messages nor are they
heroic in itstonality; they are in faaieeply entrenched in persdrand hence political choices and
subject to constant improvisation.
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So what is it that contemporary dance is looking for through these performances®anthkes

it so different from classicaldare f or ms? 61 think the differenc
noncont emporary work is with reacting. I'tos a |
be new all the time; a reaction | ssaadadian.Spust

in that wider sense | would say that contemporary dance is an art which is always constantly
changing and const an(8hivgswamg, 20dInstead of stamdalisingartdh i n g
mueseumising somatic articulation or seeking cally uniform connections across time and space,

dance continuously needs to contemporise itself. Dance as a medium will always be a segment of
cultural articulation and not representative of the whole; there will certainly always be that which

will remain (un)consciouslynarticulated and subject mis)interpretation.
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