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The history of dance in India has been largely written in a linear manner. Dance is often 

simplistically categorized as patronized by temples, royal courts and communities, or into 

binaries such as classical and folk. This leads to gaps in the vocabulary to acknowledge several 

other performative and movement practices prevalent in the country. Much of the scholarship 

on dance in India focuses on, and begins with, the moment in the 1920s when the temple dance 

forms began to be cleansed of their sexualized movements (see Srinivasan 1985; Soneji, 2011; 

Meduri 1996; Reed 1998). This has been associated with the problematic social and political 

subjugation of the female body, further shaping classical dance practice in the country. While 

it does shed light on a very significant shift in India’s dance practice, this kind of one-

dimensional scholarship cements the narrative in a way that hardly allows ruptures in 

historiographies of dance. For instance, with the sustained focus on and lament about the 

abolition of nautch by the devadasis, there is limited introspection on other aspects of this very 

history, such as the essence of sadirattam, the historical conditions that created the system in 

the first place and the erasures this form may have caused. In the case of many community 

dances, an ethnographic approach – often orientalist documentation – has been the preferred 

form of enquiry for academic discussion. These dances are seldom considered a valid object to 

muse on philosophical aspects, phenomenological aspects or even movement analysis. 

Moreover, India’s independence from colonial rule in 1947 is given primacy as a historical 

moment and hence becomes the lens with which to read the development of dance in the 

country, completely erasing alternative junctures, trajectories and narratives. The creation of 

‘classical’ dance forms through the Dance Seminars organized by the Sangeet Natak Akademi, 

and the use of the classical and folk to create an idea of the national have also been written 

about. There is insufficient recognition of how these binaries disrupt numerous possibilities of 

reading as well as practising a dance form.  

Classical dance forms have been structured into repertoires, which have determined their 

rigid pedagogic styles. This, and the consecrated notion of the ‘classical’, have stymied 



innovation and new creation within the dance forms. The strict manner in which these forms 

are perceived and taught don’t allow the dancers to think of themselves as creators and 

choreographers. Thus, it is common to see a Bharatanatyam guru teach his students the same 

repertoire for years together – replicating what he learnt from his own guru several decades 

earlier. While one is given the techniques to practise a classical dance form and the corporeal 

language to communicate an idea, it is seldom that a classical dancer creates a new narrative 

independent of mythological references and characters. The creation of a new vocabulary 

emerging from these dance forms, then, is an all the more ambitious endeavour.  

The category of the ‘folk’ – connoting that the dance form belongs to and emerges from 

the people – has largely been an evolving practice. Over the years, many factors such as modern 

technology and cinema, migration and assimilation have influenced folk forms. Thus it may be 

noticed that the ‘Garba’ and the ‘Raas’ in Gujarat integrate gestures or elements from popular 

Bollywood dance while maintaining their own structure and principles. This kind of evolution 

is often criticized as a bowdlerization of the dance form and the innovations in the steps are not 

recognized as dance-making or choreography. If the same Garba dance is structured into a 

choreographed sequence and presented in a proscenium space, it is not considered or viewed 

as a dance performance that expresses an idea but remains fixed in the folk dance category 

meant merely for entertainment. Therefore the possibility of contemporary innovation 

emerging from folk dance practice has barely been acknowledged.  

Although dance has been a part of the lived culture of society in India, this dichotomization 

of the classical and the folk (among other factors) has restrained dancers from taking ownership 

of their dance and body to make a political statement – by creating new work in the case of the 

‘classical’, or by recognizing their form as political in the case of the ‘folk’. In fact, dance itself 

is not looked upon as a politically mobilizing form, in the way that theatre is. In India, it has 

often been projected as, and has for a long time remained, a practice meant for entertainment, 

story-telling, aesthetic pleasure and community-building. Thus, the way dance has been 

practised since independence has created many dancers but hardly any choreographers. The 

figure of the dancer has been rid of agency and the ownership to create new dance, especially 

one that is an expression of his social reality and political thought.  

This approach towards dance has gradually been changing, however, especially over the 

last three decades. Many dancers have begun to delve into dance-making, where the making 

dance is seen as an active undertaking of creation and not merely an act of passive transference. 

In this act of creation, there is a conscious presence of the choreographer’s choice of movement 



vocabulary, and, as we can observe, an engagement with social and political currents within 

the work as well as in the process of making it. 

In this essay, we will examine the ways in which ‘contemporary’ dance is responsive to the 

socio-political environment in India. We will observe various facets of this new approach to 

performance-making that allow it to engage with the present Indian context through the 

choreographic practices of five choreographers. This further allows us to understand and read 

into the multiple levels of political intervention that these performers make – not just by 

addressing immediate social challenges, but also by forging a vision and a character for a future 

society. Some choreographers also trigger mutinies within the dance world by challenging the 

established strictures on movement and exploring new vocabularies in dance. 

Prior to entering the debate about the socio-political engagement of contemporary dance, 

it is essential to clarify what we mean by the term ‘contemporary’. Primarily, the term 

‘contemporary’ is a temporal category, and refers to something or someone that occurs in or 

belongs to the same time as itself. The term finds meaning only in relation to other related and 

associated events/objects/persons in synchronous time. Thus, the use of the term 

‘contemporary’ in relation to dance raises complicated questions about the nomenclature of 

dance and also brings about contradictions in the very process of naming it. If contemporary 

dance is being performed in contemporaneous time, then, what is alluded to as ‘contemporary 

dance’ will have to become a continually evolving definition. Thus, the chronological linkage 

from ‘modern’ to ‘contemporary’ in dance forms in western performance practice is highly 

problematic as it redundantly frames contemporary practice as a fixed genre rather than as one 

in flux. In the case of India, where the idea of modernity continues to be debated, the borrowing 

of categories such as ‘modern’ and ‘contemporary’ to address and analyse dance practice raises 

all the more unwarranted obstacles. In India, the categorization of contemporary dance as a 

form would not be justified because of the practical impossibility of finding a common 

principle amongst the multifarious movement vocabularies and performance makers who claim 

this category. Then, if contemporary dance is used to allude to a certain critical lens, a certain 

framework to create dance, it might still be inadequate considering that the definition and scale 

of criticality will probably never be agreed upon.  

Considering these precarious nomenclatures, it would be appropriate to avoid 

‘contemporary’ as a definition to frame dance practice in India. Instead, it can be used simply, 

as the word suggests, to allude to dance in contemporary time – dance in the present. When we 

speak of dance in the present in this essay, we refer to a certain schema of dance practice in a 

time period of the last twenty-five years in India. This period can be observed to be roughly a 



time when more and more dancers started becoming choreographers. Dancers started becoming 

dance-makers, and began to frame the entire performance in an idea and as movement. There 

were probably a few choreographers prior to this who tried to depict non-mythological 

narratives through classical dance performance (e.g., Uday Shankar’s Kalpana, 1948). 

However, it is only in the last three decades that this can be seen as a legitimate movement, 

with many choreographers experimenting with movement vocabularies and subjects in their 

performance. One may also note that there have been choreographers of dance in cinema for 

several decades prior to this. However, when we discuss specific dance-makers as belonging 

to a contemporary time, we are referring to those who worked as independent dance-makers 

and did not depend on another medium such as cinema. They made and continue to make dance 

with the performance of dance as the main impetus, placing their political and aesthetic choices 

at the centre. 

In this essay, we focus on some contemporary choreographers who are making radical 

shifts in dance from what was being created earlier. These may be shifts in the form, process, 

design and subjects that their choreographic practices address. Several of these choreographic 

works are directly relevant to the present socio-political landscape of the country. Their 

engagement with contemporary time is manifold: reassessing the treatment of the body in 

performance, occupying open accessible spaces for performance, and conceiving new ways of 

defining and presenting a production. The choreographers whose works we examine to cull out 

different kinds of political engagement are Mallika Sarabhai, Maya Krishna Rao, Mandeep 

Raikhy, Surjit Nongmeikapam and Deepak Kurki Shivaswamy. We draw attention to specific 

moments in their works where we identify a reflection of their conscientiousness as 

choreographers. Furthermore, we probe and discuss these observations through personal 

interviews with them, to draw a correlation between their socio-political concerns and the work 

they create. 

 

Dance that mirrors and confronts  

All performing art forms and practices make different kinds of political statements simply 

through a conscious performative presence of the body interacting with an audience. Some 

contemporary works, however, address cultural practices, social codes or specific political 

events in a direct manner. Dance works embrace these issues, contribute to their discourse 

significantly and are active agents of societal change. In this context, Mallika Sarabhai’s work 

has been important in raising awareness on various issues, especially regarding women’s rights. 

In her performances, her continuous effort to foreground themes concerning present-day 



challenges to women in India, such as dowry death, rape, female infanticide and domestic 

violence, has been notable in keeping the discourse on these issues alive. In works such as 

Sita’s Daughters and Sva Kranti, Mallika uses dance but also intersperses it with supporting 

elements such as speech, poetry, song and visual projection to form a narrative that 

communicates her motivations to the audience. She has also been performing her work in 

regional languages: Sita’s Daughters, for instance, has been performed in Gujarati, Hindi and 

English. 

Even in performances that are strictly within the Bharatanatyam form, Mallika Sarabhai 

has been introducing contemporary narratives. She says, ‘I use Bharatanatyam as a powerful 

and sophisticated language that can fulfill all our thoughts today. I write padams that are within 

the “song to the god/goddess” frame but are talking about present-day issues.’ Hence, the 

nayika is reinterpreted to weave new tales such as in the case of a Nataraja varnam that talks 

about being a foreigner in London, but is performed wholly in the classical Bharatanatyam 

idiom. English translations of the lyrics of all the songs in the repertoire are projected on a 

screen behind the performer. Bharatanatyam is thus used as a means to create a discourse and 

an awareness around regressive cultural practices.  

Mandeep Raikhy’s A Male Ant Has Straight Antennae is another example of a 

contemporary dance performance engaging directly with social issues. Mandeep works with 

notions of masculinity in a gendered world through precise observations of the social body and 

brings it into a performative realm through an abstract interpretation. Apart from playing with 

the idea of masculinity, he explores queer bodies in both Male Ant... and his more recent work, 

Queen-Size. The portrayal of sexual intimacy between two male bodies in the latter 

performance, bringing the private space of the bedroom into the public sphere, immediately 

makes his work politically relevant and resonant in many ways. The process of dance-making 

in Male Ant… involves looking at how men interact with each other in society, and provokes 

the audience to question how masculinity presents itself in daily lives, in public lives and in 

private spaces. This construct of masculinity can become a manifestation of oppression and 

discrimination as well. Through his work, Mandeep Raikhy has been able to foreground and 

problematize the ordinary mannerisms and image of ‘men’. At the same time, he uses this 

material with his artistic sensibilities to choreograph a performance. 

When the audience encounters these works, mundane and ordinary elements of life 

suddenly become visible. Through the works of Mallika Sarabhai and Mandeep Raikhy, one 

can understand how contemporary performance practices compel the audience to engage 



unambiguously with the subject, and creatively mould a newer perspective on various 

discriminatory or oppressive conventions in society.  

 

Access to art: disrupting mores of space and aesthetics  

A common critique of contemporary performances is regarding the kinds of spaces they are 

staged in, which could make them inaccessible to the general public (see Brahma Prakash’s 

essay in this volume, ‘The Contingent of Contemporaneity: “failure” of contemporary dance 

to become “political”’). Many of these productions rely heavily on aspects like highly 

definitive lighting design, stage design and video projections for their execution. This limits 

some of them, such as Mandeep Raikhy’s A Male Ant Has Straight Antennae, to the proscenium 

space. Other performances that attempt to explore new modes of viewing explore alternative 

spaces like art galleries, which admittedly restrict access to an elite audience. The limited 

patronage enjoyed by these new performances with a highly stylized aesthetic also means that 

they are staged only in a few curated festivals in India and abroad. 

Nevertheless, many choreographers are increasingly beginning to disrupt these mores of 

proscenium and gallery spaces as a political choice to open their works for access to different 

audiences. Many dance-makers are now decidedly making work in a format that lends it greater 

mobility, and can be staged in new venues such as market places, village squares, bus stops, 

malls, universities and gardens. For instance, Maya Krishna Rao’s solo, Walk – a performance 

which requires only a background musical score that can be played from her mobile phone – 

has been performed at protest marches, literature festivals and college campuses among other 

spaces. Deepak Kurki’s NH7 has been performed in auditoriums, but also at industrial sites, 

villages, etc. This has widened his audiences, with daily-wage labourers and farmers viewing 

and responding to the work. A site-specific work in progress leading up to NH7, called Under 

Contraction, by being performed in a busy street at Connaught Place in New Delhi, went 

beyond the class of audiences that usually access the urban proscenium space. This method of 

interrupting locations of daily life and movement with performative gestures and drama alters 

the dynamics of that space and often becomes a successful way of emphasizing political 

assertions. Hence, this transmutability of contemporary performances allows them to reach 

larger audiences comprising of various religious, class and caste backgrounds, and makes real 

socio-political interventions in society. 

It may be observed that in this attempt to create new experimental performance 

vocabularies, contemporary performances often develop an aesthetic that sometimes poses a 

barrier to an uninitiated audience to enter and understand all the political motivations of a work. 



However, performers like Deepak Kurki foreground their need for the performance to be 

understood and accessible to a lay audience. Even if this requires him to modulate outside the 

prevalent stylized aesthetic that comprises contemporary performances, he prefers to find the 

most effective way to communicate ideas. He says,  

 

As a dancer I realized that I don’t want to limit my audience to 200 people alone, but I 

would like to expand the audience. … If I am talking about a social issue and use a 

particular aesthetic, it is very hard for me to take the audience beyond aesthetics. If I want 

to say something about capitalism through Bharatanatyam, you see a mudra that is very 

clearly Bharatanatyam and in my head he is doing Bharatanatyam and I don’t have to think 

too much. The second I start with my ballet, they will get attracted to the aesthetical value 

of the body. They may think that I am doing something with the body that is really hard 

for them to do. Already I have lost them, there is no critical engagement. So do I use 

technique? Yes, I use technique because without technique you can’t be a good performer. 

… So the way I go about a performance is that I go into a situation, and let the body react 

to the situation. And in due course as we translate it into a performance, of course, my 

training and way of moving will come in, but the starting point is from outside to inside 

rather than from inside to outside.  

 

Thus, in Brittle Frames Deepak uses the seed actions relevant to the lives of Kashmiri 

people to derive choreographic movement. For instance, the throwing of a ball while playing 

cricket – a favoured sport among the Kashmiri boys who were part of his choreography – 

ironically turns into the action of stone-pelting that is frequently engaged in by protestors in 

the Kashmir Valley against the oppressive presence of the army. In this sequence, one can 

observe how the action of throwing a ball indicates a complicated relationship: cricket 

functions as a symbol of Indian nationalism and Kashmir is another symbol for showing one’s 

nationalism in India – notwithstanding the fact that Kashmir has the highest production of 

cricket bats, there is zero representation of Kashmiri players in the Indian cricket team. The 

same movement of throwing a ball gets repeated several times to increase the tension as the 

movement becomes more intense and aggressive after each cycle. The movement then no 

longer remains merely the ‘throwing of a ball’. The ball changes into a stone and the throwing 

transforms to pelting. What is common to both actions is the Kashmiri youth – who lives with 

both these opposite realities of leisure and danger. Further, he juxtaposes theatrical body 

language and Bollywood songs to convey an idea of the fragility of daily life as it is lived in 



Kashmir as well as the ironies within it. While Bollywood songs and dance are unusual in 

contemporary performances, his use of these modes of performative language comes from the 

primacy he places on the audience understanding and recognizing the urgency of the political 

crisis that encompasses the people of Kashmir. This insistent referencing of the crisis of the 

human condition by Deepak Kurki in his choreographic works through its content and location 

in the public sphere amplifies the reach and the possibilities of his performances. 

 

Intention/Process/Immersion 

Many contemporary dance performances acquire a richness of rigour and effectiveness due to 

the process consciously adopted by the choreographer. While the choreographer provides the 

impulse and framework of the performance piece, the dancers participate in generating 

movement by responding to the impulse. They are not mere marionettes but are active 

contributors to the physical and intellectual work of creation. This creates the ground for their 

opinions or voices to be heard – choreographically.  

For instance, in order to generate movement and to frame the performance, Surjit 

Nongmeikapam’s Nerves delves into the experience of living amidst armed violence. He says,  

 

The idea behind this piece is the portrayal and expression of the indigenous people of 

Manipur, who are powerless, who don’t speak English … in short the common masses 

who are facing many atrocities, who are not able to speak up and express freely, and are 

frustrated by all the conflict. So through Nerves I am trying to show how these frustrations 

run through the nerves of all the youth in this state, which is expressed through the physical 

movement, so it is a kind of physical experimental piece. And so I have also used a few 

non-dancers, as they have also been through and have been a victim of the political 

dominance and power. 

 

By using a shared life experience as the source to create the performance, Surjit’s work has 

a two-fold impact: on the dancers and on the audience members. Participant performers go 

through a process of understanding their traumatic experience, which provides them with an 

additional vocabulary to express their condition and to create a performance. Such a process 

can be transformative for someone coming from a conflicted society. Through this 

confrontation and sharing of a traumatic experience with fellow dancers, the dance space 

becomes a safe space of free movement and free thinking.  



In Surjit’s process, it is evident that he doesn’t merely gather dancers from Manipur to 

produce work. Instead he provides them with an impulse to access a memory of violence, and 

to find their voice to express the shared memory through physical movement. The mode of 

dance affords new means to share those experiences for themselves and for the community. 

For example, a poignant segment in Nerves is when the dancers are trying to dodge swinging 

army boots. The scene begins with three bare-bodied Manipuri men, clad only in loincloths, 

facing the audience. They are seen kneeling down with their hands folded behind their heads, 

in a position of surrender. Army boots attached to strings drop down from the ceiling. The 

dancers rise to their feet and each of them clutches a boot in his hands, pushing it tightly in 

front of his face. They then thrust the boots away, which begin to swing back and forth 

precariously missing the dancers who jerk their heads to save themselves. As the assaulting 

boots gather velocity with each pendulum swing, the dancers lurch forward and bend 

backwards with greater and greater vigour and visible exhaustion.  

From the shared memory of the dancers of this work, Surjit uses the boot as a symbol of 

the Indian army’s violent presence in the state of Manipur. (The AFSPA, or Armed Forces Special 

Powers Act, 1952, gives the Indian military forces the power to interrogate, arrest and even shoot 

without a warrant or permission. Moreover, military personnel can only be tried for their excesses by 

special military courts.) The bare-bodied dancers contrast with the harsh exterior of the leather 

boots, connoting the unequal power relations that govern their existence. At the same time, the 

symbol finds relevance even outside Manipur, with the boots representing anyone who has 

power and authority who destabilizes the lives of the common people. 

In Deepak Kurki’s Brittle Frames, a strong engagement with the performers’ history and 

lived experience in Kashmir become central to the process of making the work, and it manifests 

clearly in the final performance. In an interview, Deepak mentioned how it is absolutely 

important to bring out the conflict and violence through the lived experiences of the people. A 

body that has not experienced the specific nature of violence cannot evoke or produce the same 

feeling. Thus, this work was created with young people involved in amateur theatre practice 

who are not dancers by profession, but who bring their experience which is vital to the theme. 

Deepak asks his dancers to explore the experience of violence in their bodies, which in turn 

leads to movement. His position as a choreographer gives him the option to facilitate the 

dancers with technique, to refine their movements, sequence them and present these to his 

artistic sensibilities. By doing so, he intends to retain the ‘genuine’ and factual quality of 

experience. Thus, in the case of both Deepak Kurki’s and Surjit Nongmeipakam’s 

performances, the dancers possess and show a resilient history and culture.  



 

A resonance with the innately human  

There are performances that raise awareness about the immediacy of an issue, push people to 

reflect upon their thoughts and actions. They open up conversations and questions among 

audiences and in the media which might somewhere along influence positive policy-level 

changes.  

Among these, there are some contemporary performances that have a tangible 

transformative power over audiences not only in relation to a socio-political theme, but beyond 

that, they plough through to evoke and enhance the human spirit. These performances resonate 

with what is innately human in the members of the audience, initiating a journey that is inward 

as well as extends far beyond the end of the performance.  

For instance, the choreographic work of Surjit Nongmeikapam in One Voice taps into the 

experience of a conflicted human mind, going beyond the mimetic depiction of a body living 

in a conflict zone. While it may be common to see contemporary dance works that are physical 

expressions of what one might call the ‘evil’ conditions of society, such as oppression and 

prejudice, Surjit captures the essence of these conditions. By depicting the torturer and the 

victim as one fused body in One Voice, he focuses not merely on the manifestation of evil but 

on the nature of evil itself. In the case of Walk, Maya Krishna Rao creates a character who 

speaks with strength and assertion when she declares, ‘I want to lie on a bench in the park…’, 

as well as expresses doubts and insecurities when she asks, ‘Can I? Should I?’ The character 

Maya creates does not seem to be a fictional character of a performance but a presentation of 

her own innermost preoccupations in a performance. But again, this transparency, a certain 

vulnerability and element of chance that lie at the core of this performance could allude to the 

character of anyone at all. These performances serve as a mirror to an audience; they don’t 

merely reflect the literal and experiential condition of violence or oppression, but refract the 

deeper fundamental nature of humankind that lies at the heart of these actions and experiences. 

Despite such performances being abstract in terms of movement or structure, they remain 

accessible to the audience. Those who watch Surjit Nongmeikapam’s Nerves need not have 

gone through a conflict themselves or even know about the conflicted political background of 

Manipur. Even in faraway parts of the globe audiences can identify with it because it taps into 

those areas from where perceptions of violence, inequality and dissatisfaction arise. This shared 

experience of perception makes the performance successful in traversing through the spaces of 

conscious and subconscious terrains of both the performers and audiences alike. An affect is 

evoked by the performer that relays across the performance space, contagiously within and 



amongst the bodies present there. Thus this affect experienced by the audience has a layered 

effect and impact – be it cognitively with a new thought, physically with goosebumps or 

viscerally with an internal tremor. 

In Maya Krishna Rao’s performances, her use of the techniques of the classical dance form 

Kathakali to explore and express the life-world of a character – but presented in a new idiom – 

allows her to touch a chord with the audience. Be it a woman walking in the night in Walk or 

the worried father Sirajuddin in Khol Do (1993), Maya’s character narrates a course of events. 

Yet she is not a narrative body but an emotive, feeling body that can move the audience. They 

recognize something of themselves in her and this allows her to create a space for equal 

engagement – not that of a performer and a consumer, but of two bodies sharing the experience 

of an event. This can especially be noticed in Walk, a performance that is a call to resist all 

kinds of unfreedom, and one that Maya has performed and improvisatorially adapted to several 

occasions. During one such performance of Walk in Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU), New 

Delhi, during student protests in February 2016, she comes down the steps and enunciates 

spoken words in a rhythmic flow that her foundation in Kathakali has equipped her with. 

‘Waaaalk … I want to think, I want to sit with her’ – and she spontaneously sits down next to 

a girl who seems busy on her phone. ‘What’s the new message?’ Maya asks her, at which the 

girl shares news updates from the courtroom about the JNU students’ movement. Maya 

immediately integrates this information into her live performance and engages with it 

politically. What is significant here is that the audience she interacts with in performances of 

Walk don’t appear to be nervous about the performer interacting with them, but display the 

ease of a casual conversation. This visible comfort derives from Maya’s careful integration of 

protest, conversation and performance.  

Many contemporary performance-works use different vocabularies of dance and 

performance, and newer ways of moving and saying that may be unfamiliar to audiences. Yet 

they work as a mode of political and personal intervention because of the ways they find to 

move through fissures in psychologically opaque space. The kinds of political mediation these 

performances achieve direct one’s attention to the role of art in society. Art, even for the sake 

of art itself, taps into that which makes one aware of one’s own humanity and the elements that 

form its fluid tessellate. When this awareness taps also into the network of social and political 

concerns that bind us, the interventions these contemporary performance practices forge are 

not superficial or temporary, but have a far-reaching impact.  

 

Mutinying against conventions of existing dance vocabularies  



Many dance-makers in India come from a background of training in one or the other dance 

form, having learnt either one of the ‘classical’ dance forms or been trained in the techniques 

of what is categorized as modern dance in the west. As they begin a solo dance-making career 

or establish a dance company, they may attempt to develop a distinct form of their own. By 

reflecting on their technical training, but more importantly using it to push the boundaries of 

somatic practices, several contemporary dance practitioners in India have been generating their 

own mutinies against the conventions of existing dance vocabularies. 

For instance, Mandeep Raikhy’s choreographic practice challenges the conventions and 

structures of Bharatanatyam while still using some principles of this dance form as a reference 

point to create movement. His work seeks to push the boundaries of conventions of dance-

making by not merely aping either the classical Bharatanatyam style or following the western 

repertoire of modern dance. One can observe that the framework of his choreographic work is 

made up of an exploration of bodily mechanics and movements, focusing on the form of dance 

and not on a ‘dance form’. While sharing his choreographic methodology, Mandeep says: 

  

I work within two spectrums where I am conscious of what it is that the work is 

communicating, and am also conscious of this little opening up of meaning by abstracting 

it enough so that the experience of watching it can open up many more questions than the 

ones I have imagined. ... Those choices sit as much in saying no to certain things as to 

finding out what you want to do. This certainly includes steering away from a highly 

expressive body because that is something I have resisted. The body does not need to 

communicate emotion. I also quite strongly resist a given vocabulary for dance … to say 

that this is something you inherit and you use this vocabulary to make work. I feel every 

work should generate its own vocabulary. I don’t want to work with the givens of a 

vocabulary … especially the given of a contemporary dance vocabulary … bum-rolling 

vocabulary. And yet on the positive side, the clarity in its [the body’s] form is something I 

am excited by. 

 

Mandeep’s works attempt to inspect the mechanics of the body through the choreographic 

process, displaying the somatic enquiry in the choreography itself. The abstract aesthetic form 

that this is filtered down to enables the movements to acquire multiple readings and find 

relevance through the prism of the political subject they address. In his work Queen-Size, the 

audience is invited to witness fragments of intimacy between two male bodies, played out in a 

bedroom around a charpai – a bed made of four wooden legs and thick entwined rope. In one 



fragment, the two dancers stand on opposite sides of the bed, palms stretched out towards each 

other – not touching, but gently caressing the warm air between them. Their palms dance un-

choreographed, still not touching, as they move around the charpai. Then they touch, grasp 

and finally grip each other, before leaning their bodies backwards. One of them jumps on to 

the bed, still pulling the other’s falling body by the hand. They move in a circle, one of them 

leaping off the bed as the other jumps on to it. Their clutching palms form the fulcrum around 

which they continue to rotate, pulled apart through their outstretched arms and with the weight 

of two bodies falling away. The rotation escalates as they playfully get on and off the bed.  

Here the audience witnesses movement that is not derived from a dance form; rather, they 

watch what could be a study of bodies held together and rotating along different axes of a pivot. 

At the same time, Queen-Size broadly remains a statement for the rights and sexual freedom of 

the queer community in India which has been repressed and criminalized for their sexual 

orientation by archaic laws.  

While, on the one hand, some of the earlier dance-makers established the norms and 

structures of forms like Bharatanatyam, Odissi and Sattriya to help create a national identity, 

during the last thirty years many more dancers have worked towards either dismantling the 

conventions of ‘classical’ dances or creating new styles of movement structures. 

This exploration is also beginning to be extended to other movement practices such as the 

‘folk’ dance forms of India. As contemporary dance practice is moving in a direction of true 

engagement with the people, an understanding and employment of a new vocabulary emerging 

from community movement practices can be used to express social and political motivations. 

This is evident in Surjit Nongmeikapam’s Nerves, where the dancers, wearing a blood-red cloth 

around their waist, move with a stomping motion. The choreographer is associated with a 

generic tribal movement practice. His choice of this movement comes from his understanding 

of indigenous populations being among the most oppressed communities around the world.  

There is a high likelihood that members of the audience, especially those who are familiar 

with the principles and subtexts of specific folk dance forms, will recognize, understand and 

engage with the performance. Hence, such a grammar of dance is also likely to be successful 

in engaging with the audience, and even leading to participation. We would like to posit that 

this approach to contemporary dance practice also takes away the power of creation from a 

trained and skilled auteur-like choreographer. The relatively easy access and plebeian quality 

of folk forms, hence, can allow more people to become dance-makers.  

In both the cases, the reinterpretation of classical forms as well as folk forms, the practice 

of dance-making is enriched with newer discourses on the understanding of dance; and at the 



same time dance-making is undergoing unseen modes of moving in space. Since contemporary 

dance-works engage with a range of social and political concerns, they provoke discussions 

and new discourses around questions of gender, sexuality, nation, religion, caste, class, 

technology and environment, among other subjects. They also stimulate dialogue regarding 

aspects of performance practice such as movement vocabulary, aesthetic sensibilities, form and 

process. 

 

An ever-evolving work-in-progress mode  

Many contemporary dance practitioners have adopted ‘work-in-progress’ as a crucial aspect of 

their creation process. The work-in-progress is opened up to an audience with the conscious 

intention of receiving critical feedback, and making it more dynamic and richer in content. The 

process of ‘making work’ is given as much important as the performance, which in turn 

challenges the idea of a ‘final’ end product. This process-oriented practice, which is also 

politically engaged, induces dance-makers to be self-reflexive about every aspect of their 

performance. This includes a constant problematization of the idea of the contemporary. It is 

depicted and discussed within the performance itself, such as in Choy ka Fai’s Soft Machine 

and Sumeet Nagdev’s Talkative Dancer. There are several avenues being opened up for 

exchange through different formats such as workshops, residencies and archive boxes, and 

cross-cultural ways of approaching and making dance.  

Dance-makers today have post-performance discussions which keep the work alive and 

open to change. The dynamic between dancers and audiences is reaching an interesting stage. 

It is no longer a relationship between performers and consumers of entertainment, but is now 

more about interaction between different stakeholders in society. This process is also allowing 

choreographers to understand how the audience reads and receives specific aspects of their 

work, outside of media reviews. This possibility of an immediate way to grasp audience 

reception is creating a polyphonic discourse on dance as well as society outside of the 

performance.  

Speaking about an instance of the most valuable feedback he has yet received for NH7, 

Deepak Kurki shares an experience of when the work was performed for 150 wage labourers 

of a construction site.  

 

At the end of the performance, one woman stood up and told us that she understood 

everything that we do through the piece. And then she asked, ‘But where are the women? 

It is true that men go out, work and struggle, but there is also the other side of the story.’ 



She was right – there were three testosterones [sic] going crazy on stage and I had to be 

really honest and had to apologize because I hadn’t really thought about it. All I could say 

was that I would try to think about it next time. 

 

Through this public performance and discussion in an alternative space in a rural area, Deepak 

was able to receive feedback from a new audience. This allowed him to not only gauge how 

far his movement vocabulary is understood, but also get an idea of how he could populate and 

widen the scope of his choreographic concerns.  

In this essay, we have attempted to observe contemporary dance-making and its response 

to the political landscape of society. Analysing the works of these selected choreographers is 

simply to exemplify the concept and is not meant to be an exhaustive study of all dance-makers. 

As mentioned earlier, many dance-makers continue to create work centred on various socio-

political agenda. Their work has clearly been effective in compelling audiences to think about 

and act upon these issues. Many choreographers have ventured into new spaces and locations 

to create site-specific work, which has allowed access to different classes of audience and also 

significantly contributed to the aesthetics of dance productions. Many contemporary dance 

performances capture essential human dilemmas and are in concordance with a larger 

understanding of the human condition, emphatically traversing through space and time. Thus, 

contemporary dance practice in India uses an evolving new language to reflect upon and 

challenge aspects of Indian society, propelling a shift in socio-political mores in an effective 

manner. 


