The International Journal of Arts, Culture & Heritage I 57

(1JACH)

INTERTEXTUAL DIALECTICS OF ALARIPPU
Umesh Shetty

Abstract

This paper attempts to negotiate intertexuality, create dialectic meaning and reveal this complexity
using the case study of the work, AlaRIPpu (2003). The primary methodology used in this paper is
through the choreographer’s perspectives of AlaRIPpu; using the initial hypothesis that this work
is intertextual. Alarippu in italics refers to a classical piece in an established Bharata Natyam
repertoire, whereas AlaRIPpu, with the capital ‘RIP’ is the name given to the work being analysed
in this paper. This paper also attempts to look into relations and tensions between AlaRIPpu and
other texts, for example the source text of the classical Alarippu. It will explore how AlaRIPpu
moves between Indian culture and contemporary Western culture, and how it contextualises
with other works of the choreographer. An analysis of the choreography, gives an insight into
the choreographic tools and philosophy of the choreographer. This study intends to provide a
framework for future comparative studies of new works, by analysing how choreographers choose
to use intertextuality and to what extent these explorations have been successful.
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Abstrak

Kertas ini mencuba untuk membincangkan intertekstualiti, mewujudkan makna dialektik dan
mendedahkan kerumitan ini dengan menggunakan kajian kes karya, AlaRIPpu (2003). Perkaedahan
utama yang digunakan dalam kertas ini adalah melalui perspektif koreografer mengenai AlaRIPpu;
dengan menggunakan hipotesis awal bahawa karya ini adalah intertekstual. Alarippu yang ditulis
secara italik merujuk kepada karya klasik dalam repertoire Bharata Natyam yang sudah masyhur,
manakala AlaRIPpu, dengan huruf-huruf besar ‘RIP’ merupakan nama yang diberi kepada karya
yang dianalisis dalam kertas ini. Kertas ini juga cuba untuk melihat hubungan dan ketegangan
antara AlaRIPpu dan teks lain, sebagai contoh, sumber teks daripada Alarippu klasik. Ia akan
meneroka bagaimana AlaRIPpu bergerak antara budaya India dan budaya Barat kontemporari,
dan bagaimana ia membentuk konteks dengan karya lain yang dihasilkan oleh koreografer ini.
Sesuatu analisis koreografi memberi tinjauan tentang alat koreografi dan falsafah koreografer.
Kajian ini bertujuan memperuntukkan rangka kerja bagi kajian perbandingan karya-karya baharu

pada masa hadapan, dengan menganalisis bagaimana koreografer memilih untuk menggunakan
intertekstualiti dan setakat mana penerokaan ini telah berjaya.

Kata Kunci: AlaRIPpu, sifat intertekstual, pengkaryaan semula, teks sumber, makna dialektik.
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INTRODUCTION

Alarippu in italics refers to a classical piece in an established Bharata Natyam
repertoire, whereas AlaRIPpu (2003), with the capital ‘RIP’ is the name given to the
work being analysed in this paper. It was my intention to rework (‘rip’) the classical
form and hence the pun in the word. The term rework is used here as Midgelow (2007)
defines ‘to cover a range of dances which depart from their source text(s) in order to give
rise to a new dance’ (p. 14). It is a ‘rechoreography while retaining the structural form’
(Midgelow, 2007, p. 16). Peter Brooker (1999) defines intertextuality as:

A term implying that individual texts are inescapably related to other texts and that
their meanings are correspondingly provisional and plural according to how these
relations are discerned and highlighted. ... intertextuality promotes a lateral reading
across the surface of different interwoven texts (p. 123-124).

Midgelow (2007) states that:

[If] intertextual analysis is understood to be a deliberate positioning of a creative
product within a network of other texts, then reworkings can usefully be positioned
as a particular type of intertextual practice. Reworkings involve liberal references
to, and quotations from, their source text(s), and the choreographers of reworkings
can be seen self-consciously to embed, cite, and allude to other pretexts in their

dances (p. 28).

This paper attempts to negotiate intertextuality, create dialectic meaning and reveal
this complexity in the choreography of AlaRIPpu. Discussion will focus on how classical
Alarippu, reworked through repetition, is used, and then how AlaRIPpu is negotiated
intertextually. This creates a dialectic meaning — dialoguing with my past with traditional
techniques and how these dialectics in intertextuality manifest in performative instances
within this piece.

It also attempts to look into relations and tensions between AlaRIPpu and other texts,
for example the source text of the classical Alarippu. I will explore how AlaRIPpu moves
between Indian culture and contemporary Western culture, and how it contextualises
with other works that I have choreographed and performed that include classical and
contemporary genres.

Exposed to and schooled in the different styles of Indian classical dance in Malaysia
and having further trained in Western contemporary and classical ballet in Australia has
inscribed and defined my movement vocabulary. This has resulted in associated values
being ‘present simultaneously in an inseparable flux’ (Sanders in Lansdale, 2008, p. 60) and
allows a ‘new freedom to explore the interwoven texts of life and art, past and present...’
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(Lansdale in Lansdale, 2008, p. 11). AlaRIPpu, draws movements from Bharata Natyam,
classical ballet and contemporary dance. Thus, this work seems appropriate to be analysed
in an intertextual context.

METHODOLOGY

I am using my understanding of the writings by Janet Lansdale, Alexander Carter,
Roger Copeland and Marshall Cohen, Susan Sontag, Vida L. Midgelow as well as my

perspectives as a choreographer, to look at AlaRIPpu; using the initial hypothesis that this
work is intertextual.

FINDINGS - AlaRIPpu

AlaRIPpu uses the traditional form of A/arippu as a platform and retains some of
the main characteristics in terms of movement, structure and musicality.

The term Alarippu comes from a Dravidian word meaning ‘to blossom’. As the
first dance of the repertoire of Bharata Natyam, Alarippu pays obeisance with devotion
to the gods, gurus and the audience. The dance characterises the blossoming of a flower
with the opening of the limbs and the body parts. This is initially performed slowly to
accustom the body to later perform more difficult poses (Kothari, 1980, p. 69).

‘Traditionally, Alarippu is accompanied by rhythmic syllables or sollukattus;
outstretching of arms, moving the neck, eyes, major and minor limbs gradually increasing
in tempo, accentuating gestures and rhythms’ (Nor in Butterworth and Wildschut, 2009,
p. 305). Alarippu begins with movements of the neck, shoulder and arms while standing
and aramandi (demi plié) positions followed by mandi (full plié) adavu in the second
half, later culminating with vibrant footwork and tirmanam adavu (Kothari, 1980, p.
69). ‘Adavus are units of movement that operate as the building blocks of classical
Bharata Natyam. They are both the vocabulary on which repertoire rests and the training
exercises through which dancers attain technical mastery’ (O’Shea in Lansdale, 2008,
p. 41). ‘Tirmanams are ‘highly technical, clearly articulated phrases of footwork...[with
an emphasis on] rhythmic and spatial components of movements instead of dramatic
interpretation’(O’Shea in Lansdale, 2008, p. 43).

The classical Alarippu, containing no thematic content, thus relies on tensions
between the body and a particular technique. AlaRIPpu retains these tensions, not just
by juxtaposing the body to a particular technique but to a number of different techniques.
While retaining the personality through the body, the dancer thus questions conventional
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structure — to break free, thus constructing a qualitatively distinct dance element (O’Shea

in Lansdale, 2008, p. 43).
AlaRIPpu runs for about 10 minutes and involves five dancers. In the first section

of the first half, unlike the conventional A/arippu, AlaRIPpu starts off in pin-drop silence
with two dancers on stage posing differently in asymmetrical angles. The stage is lit
using low intensity wing lights creating conflict between sculptured and distorted images
of the dancers. The sound of rhythmic syllables or sol/lukattu is then introduced in a
whisper-like tone against an ethereal low base ambience by a synthesiser. These syllables
start off unconventionally using the Kathak (North Indian classical dance) syllables, Dha
Dhit Dha, Kita Tak.... merging into Bharata Natyam syllables, Tham, Thit Tham, Kita
Taka...’, the latter of which has the same resonance and rhythmic cycle as the Alarippu.
This is vocalised in repetition as the dancers move in sync to the so/l/ukattu into different
random poses. They increase in number, appearing from different parts of the stage.
This randomness, although seemingly spontaneous, is well structured, creating a tension
between the organised and disorganised. The movement vocabulary used in this first
section draws from Bharata Natyam. Although it starts of in a less structured manner, it
then builds up to the typical opening movement sequence of the conventional Alarippu.

The image of a traditional Bharata Natyam dancer is somewhat preserved, with facial
make-up and hair-do following convention, yet mellowed as neck and chest ornaments
are minimal. Instead of the traditional costume, the dancers wear jazz pants, and as per
tradition males remain bare bodied and the females use saree blouses.

The use of Bharatha Natyam movements in different levels and angles, as well as
rhythmic syllables in whisper tones, lighting design and costume, play an intricate part in the
visual experience in the opening sequence. This seemingly random choreography creates
ambiguity and thus, multiplicity of perspectives, both to the viewers and the dancers.

At the end of the first section, the dancers move into an organised brick formation,
introducing the opening phrase of the conventional A/arippu. This is then followed by a
drastic change of music as the sollukattu fades off. The lighting changes to reveal the dancers
from the previous sculpture-like effect, maintaining a low intensity, unlike the conventional
bright wash used in an Alarippu. The dancers start of with the typical opening movement
sequence of the conventional Alarippu. The hands are held in natyaarambe (outstretched
arms at 180-degree curved at the elbow), feet in samam (placed in parallel together), taking
a step forward while simultaneously raising both hands in anjali (prostration). This is
followed by a full 90-degree forward bend of the upper torso while maintaining the anjali
hand position. Then, the feet are placed back to samam while opening the hands outward

and bringing it back to natyaarambe, hence to its starting position. This conventional
structured movement denotes the dancer paying obeisance to the gods, gurus and audience.
Once this archetypal Alarippu movement structure is established with all dancers moving
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in unison, facing forward, the movements are then punctuated by classical ballet and
western contemporary movements. In this structured sequence, adavus are used not as a
decisive tool but instead, as a ‘methodological approach to this choreography’ (O’Shea in
Lansdale, 2008, p. 41). Thus, instead of bringing the feet to samam, the dancers retain it
in a low arabesque parrelle position as the hands reach to natyaarambe. They then swing
both hands downwards allowing their heads and upper torso to follow through, atypical
of the classical form. Both hands are then brought over the head in anjali as the whole
upper torso returns to an erect position, drawing a connection to the source movement.
Simultaneously, the arabesque leg drops, crossing behind the supporting leg, ending in
a retire paralle. From the anjali position the right hand cuts across vertically down to
the right ankle followed by the left hand and the upper torso. The upper torso rolls back
with both shoulders and elbows rotating one after the other. This ends with the weight
transferred to the right leg as the left leg gets into a parallel attitude position. The torso is in
an upper back curve while the right hand is placed in a curved position horizontally in front.
The right hand then swings back forcefully, leading the body to a pirouette turn, typical
of classical ballet though the upper torso retains natyaarambe hands. The neck movement
is one of the sine qua non of the conventional Alarippu and is seen throughout AlaRIPpu
although in this sequence, the use of the neck is reworked in a circular motion as a leading
impulse for the pirouette. Following this is a small pas de bourree not in rise but in flat
feet using the body weight as the force to move through space to the starting stance of the
sequence. This whole sequence is repeated on the left side. Here, the use of personal space
in the conventional Bharata Natyam approach is questioned whereas classical rhythm in
relation to movement is maintained.

In the next sequence, the sol/lukattu in its authentic form is introduced, but instead of
the South Indian drum, mridangam, western drums accompany it. This western percussion
breaks the monotony of the conventional Alarippu, and allows the viewer and performer
different interpretations. The dancers start with the typical Alarippu stance, with hands
held in natyaarambe position and the upper torso slightly leaning forward. However, the
feet instead of samam, are placed together in turnout first position. The head moves in sync
to the rhythm of the music where the neck and eyes move left to right, up and vice versa,
followed by each arm articulated through the shoulder blades, one after the other.

It is at this point that the conventional structure is interrogated once again. The right
arm, upper torso and knee are extended across making a horizontal circle, bringing the
body into a curved position facing laterally. The concept of weight transference, flexing
and straightening of the knees, deviate from convention. The right leg then retires and
swings clockwise into lunge position in preparation for a pirouette. This moves on to several
unconventional shapes with arms and upper torso, coming back to the typical Alarippu
stance. This whole phrase is repeated bilaterally, (following traditional interpretation),
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starting in unison, then breaking up into two groups, moving in relay, in different
directions, and finally ending up in two extreme corners, with one group facing front
and the other facing the back, ending in unison. This placement of the dancers questions
the conventional presentation where it is disrespectful to face your back to the audience
while dancing. In this interrogation, the lower limbs are fighting the pull of gravity by the
use of classical ballet technique contrasting with grounded Bharata Natyam movements
(bent knees, flexed feet). Similar to one of the descriptions of Shobana Jeyasingh’s
choreography, AlaRIPpu ‘examines aspects of classicism, pushing and pulling at their
edges, tipping them off balance, resting them on their side or inverting them’ (O’Shea in
Lansdale, 2008, p. 41).

In the next two sections of sequences, the dialogue between the techniques
becomes more complex. The boundaries, while remaining apparent in certain instances,
are blurred further in others. Like the previous sequences, these also embark from the
typical Alarippu stance. The strong western percussion beat is occasionally interspersed
with a melodic phrase played on the veena (South Indian lute). The dynamics and intent
of the movement changes, thus varying the quality of the movement. The shape or form
from its source is expanded and stretched, distorting the adavus while redefining itself
through time and space thus changing its structure. The use of space is questioned and
challenged. Here, the body, from representing a cultural text as the source is seen in an
open dialogue, thus allowing the dancer to negotiate and express him/herself through
movement and music. For example, the dancer moving his/her head in a circle clockwise
is not in the classical form, but is used once again in this sequence. The natyaarambe is
simultaneously maintained, but is no longer the prime focus of expression.

At this point, the right hand holding a classical gesture (shikara), makes a circle
from the elbow while the opposite leg simultaneously does a tondu to the front and side
before doing a rond de jambe. The dialogue between these two techniques, with the dancer
placing him/herself in relation to it, and juxtaposing it to the music becomes complex.
This is followed by a sequence, which collaborates the contemporary movements of
attitude parallel and parallel demi plié with the Bharata Natyam mudras (codified
hand gestures) of tripataka and anjali. The use of different angles is seen through the
execution of the phrase. The dancers then move to different parts of the stage intersecting
each other using broad steps, attitude turns, rolls and curves drawing from classical
ballet to contemporary vocabulary juxtaposing it with Bharata Natyam gestures, hand
movements and leg positions that are typically seen in the classical repertoire.

The final section of the first half, while repeating the movements of the previous

section, is accentuated with the strong melodic variations of a solo guitar. Departing from
the original framework of the classical Alarippu, boundaries are broken down further as
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the intensity of the music, movement and emotional expression increases. This forms
the pinnacle of the trajectory of the different techniques used; the moment of merging
of dialogues.

In Bharata Natyam, although the movements are grounded, the use of floor
sequences is limited by convention. There is always a tension against the pull of gravity.
In the mandi (full plié) adavu in the second half of AlaRIPpu, the use of the floor is
reworked and instead of going against it, the movement phrase welcomes it. The dancers’
versatility in contemporary techniques compliments these floor sequences.

Drawing from the source phrase as a point of embarkation, and returning to it to begin
the next sequence, the use of space is challenged and questioned. This is demonstrated
through the use of rolls, slides, change of direction, floor patterns and relays between
dancers, that are incorporated in the mandi adavu, not seen in the conventional Alarippu,
where the dancer is restricted to one spot on stage due to the structure of the mandi adavu
and where ‘the space was observed in terms of a proscenium stage, frontal’ (Cunningham
with Lesschaeve in Carter, 1998, p. 29). As stated by Merce Cunningham, ‘If there are
no fixed points in space, then every point is equally interesting and equally changing’
(Cunningham with Lesschaeve in Carter, 1998, p. 29-30). ‘You can see a person not just
from the front but from any side with equal interest’ (Cunningham with Lesschaeve in
Carter, 1998, p. 30).

In this section of AlaRIPpu, a playful, teasing kind of emotion is seen, complimented
by the music, which consists solely of the keyboard and the chenda (a Kerala barrel drum),
which is not in the traditional score. This approach in using the floor and emotions breaks
the stereotypical demure image of a dancer in the Bharata Natyam repertoire where the
dancer is meant to demonstrate his/her virtuosity of a technique while maintaining certain
decorum on stage, as dictated by society. The movement dialogue in AlaRIPpu between
these different cultures challenges and breaks this relationship between the dancer and
the audience, giving rise to multiple interpretations.

In the final sequence, where a traditional Alarippu would culminate with vibrant
footwork and tirmanam adavus, many of the movements used in the first and second
sections are repeated in AlaRIPpu, defying convention yet again. This highlights the
‘virtuosity of the dancers in varied styles and in frenzy, building in climax, portraying
exultation. The repetition is intense to the point of exhaustion’ (Cohen in Copeland and
Cohen, 1983, p. 350). The seemingly chaotic, energetic and random movements utilise and
enlarge the performance arena, although only five dancers are used. ‘If you don’t divide a

space classically, the space remains more ambiguous and seems larger’ (Cunningham with
Lesschaeve in Carter, 1998, p. 31).
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DISCUSSION

A number of contextual features are significant in understanding AlaRIPpy — the
networks that constitute myself: aspects of my childhood and upbringing, previous works
of mine, the source text of Alarippu, embodiment and background of the performers and
the *inseparable flux’ of the genres.

I began Indian classical (Bharata Natyam, Odissi, Kathak and Kathakali) ang
folk dance training at the age of ten at the Temple of Fine Arts (TFA), Malaysia, My
late father, Gopal Shetty born in India began his dance training at the Bharathya Kala
Mandal at the age of thirteen where he learnt various classical dance forms and folk styles.
"His earlier dance compositions in Bombay were aligned to the styles of Uday Shankar
before he joined a world tour in 1954, which brought him to Malaya’ (Nor in Butterworth
and Wildschut, 2009, p. 309). Although Uday Shankar’s style draws movements from
Kathakali and Manipuri, my father incorporated other Indian classical and folk forms that
he had mastered into his choreography. His work was intertextual through intra-cultural
choreography. Under the guidance of an Indian monk, Swami Shantanand Saraswathi, my
father was instrumental in setting up the TFA; choreographing works that were intra- and
inter-cultural which ‘became staple entries in the early years of television in Malaysia in
the late 1960s’ (Nor in Butterworth and Wildschut, 2009, p. 309).

“This pioneering endeavour in setting up the TFA in Malaysia, has led to the
prominence of many classical Indian dances in TFA’s repertoire’ (Nor in Butterworth and
Wildschut, 2009, p. 304). In TFA, both Swami Shantananda and my father interpreted the
various Indian classical dance forms using a different lens. They incorporated these varied
Indian classical and folk forms into different intercultural themes presenting it not solely
as a Bharata Natyam or Odissi performance but as an Indian ‘ballet’. For example, in one
of TFA’s productions, The Legend of Mahsuri, the story was based on a Malay legend, the
script was in English, the lyrics were in Malay with an Indian orchestration, using Malay
traditional costumes with sets depicting the Malaysian village landscape. The dancers were

Indian and movements were Indian drawing on impressions of the Malay culture. Thus,
presenting it in a new platform with the idea of collaboratio

n between set design, sound
and lighting.

I have been involved in performing and choreographing several of these TFA’S
major dance productions, which include: Ramayana — An Asian Cultural Confluence,
Sundera Keralam, A Midsummer Night's Dream, Shakuntala, Lady White Snake (A

Chine§e Legend), The Legend of Mahsuri (A Malay Legend), Swan Lake, Butterfly Lovers
(A Chinese Legend) and Inside Out (Contemporary).

Graduating from the Edith Cowan University,

) Western Australia, in 1997 with a
Bachelor’s Degree in P erforming Arts (Dance), I had t

he opportunity to train and perform






