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Beyond cruel, the play portrays Ravirn as a learned man who instantly recognises that Ram
is Vishnu's avatar, and accepts death at his hand as salvation

Why the Ram
dance-drama

endures, 68 yrson

Shriram Bharativa Kala Kendra's distillation of
Tulsidass epic has turned performance into pilgrimage

VEENU SANDHU

Neyw Oeini, 2 October

Ravan 18 late. He has |ust
returned fromm Durga Puja,
and the revelry has delayed
huim. In his makeshift dressing
room, bare torsoed, he beging
to transform. With deliberate
strokes, he points thick black
evebrows that stretch like
bows across his forehead,
half-covering it,

This isn't the Arst rime
Ravan has been late. Years
agn, it was Delhi's traffic that
kept another Ravan from the
stage. That evening, the actor
who now plays Ram had to
step inas Ravan —and he did
so with suwch conviction
that the audience néever knew
the dilTerence.

That is the resilience of
Ram, the dance-drama pro-
duced anmually by Shrram
Blarativa Kala Kendra since
1957, Returning every autumn
with Shardiya Navratrl, the
production — now in its 68th
year — 15 both ritual and per-
formance. A two-and-a-half-
hour spectacie distilled from
Tulsidas's Ramchantmanas, it
has continued uninterrupted
through political upheavals,
logistical snags. and even a
pandemic. “Even  during
Covid, we did not stop,” savs
Kamaljeet Kaur, principal of
Shri Ram, “We staged the show
withstrict sxfety protocoks, cut-
thrg down seating from 700 to
200 and ensuring six feet
betweon each person,”

From Ram’s birth in Ayod-
hiya to his coromtion, the play
unfolds seambessly. Music
flows Into muosie, one donce
form ghdes into another, and
not a second s wasted. Bhar-
tanatyam, Kathaksali, Kathak,
Mayurbhan| Chlian, Kalarlya-
pattu, and North Indian folk
traditions all find place here,
settocerginal Hindustaniclas-
sical compaositions,

b

India’s first Prime Minister, Jawahartal Nehru, with
Shriram Bharativa Kala Kendra's artistes. Seen also is

Sumitra Charat Ram

ture, are designed for both
visual splendour and the
quick costume changes
required by a production that
presents an eps in less than
three lhourss. The choe-
eography refuses pauses for
exposition, The martial vigour
of Mavurbhan; Chhau and
Kaladyapar merges with the
expressiveness of Bharotana-
tyam, Kathakall. and Kathak,
threaded with folk idioms,
Each movement serves the
narrative — Ram and Sita's
tenderpess, Kavan's defiance,
Hanuman's devotion, Ram's
ultimate trivtoph

The dance-drama has
travelled to 315 ocountries,
drawing more than a million
spectators, [ts guest list reads
like a redl call of Inchinn leader-
shipp. — Nehru, Rajendra
Prasad, Lal Baliadur Shastrl,
indira Gandhl, Atal Bihari
Vapavee (whoattended every
vear untif he no longer could),
and Pranab Mukherjee, for
whoan it was staged ar Rash-
tropatl Bhavan

Orver the decades, the balles
has been variously called
Ramawna, Shr Raom, ot Raon,

The produc- bur 1ts soul has
ton was ool QVER THE remained
cenved by Sumitra DECADES, THE unchanged
Charat Ran.  pANCE-DRAMA For the audi-
danghter-ln-law  yas TRAVELLED ence, the play
of industrialist 535 COUNTRIES inkeritance, Par-
lala Shri Ram, DRAW!NGMORE' ents, and even
founder of the yHANA MILLION grondparents, who
DCM empire, M gpECTATORS ofIce  came  xs
the Delest Of c——— children now bring
Jowaharial their own families.

Nehir, With it the lawns ofthe
Kala Kendra became ananneal
pilgrimage ground. Sumitra
Charar Ram'sdaugheer, Padina
Shrt Shobha Deepok Singh,
who has directed the play for
decades, contimses that vision,
blending fAdelity ro tradition
with practical reinvention.

Speaking w this wnter
some years age, Singh had
récalled how the earliest pro-
ductions  struggled with
heavy [ewellery and fresh
flower gorlands. "The metal
ormaments cost a fortune to
polish, and fore the cos-
tumes.” she had said. Hersol-
ution  was  lightweight,
Velcro-fastened jewellery and
Chandni Chowk-crafted imi-
tation flowers that replaced
the costly real ones. Today,
ondy the jeimola (wedding
garland) is made of fresh
flowers, and is replaced For
L‘\‘CI’)’ p{:l’ l‘urm;ln:r.

Such details reflect the
play'sendurtng phillosophy: To
hooour  tradition  without
being imprisoned by it Cos-
tumes, inspdred by miniature
paintings and wempke sculp-

For the performers, it is disci-
pline, craft, and endurmnce,
Swapan Mazumdar, Ravan
forthe pase 11 years, recallshow
the production has evolved. In
itsearbier decades, the play was
aged in Awadhi with live
tusic from 150 musicians. By
the2 1080s irshifted ro recorded
music and Hindl to reach o

wider andience. Mazumdar
has  plaved  Shatrughan,

Laxman, and even group-
dance roles before donning
Ravan's heavy Kathokall cos-
tume. "It looks grand, but is
exhausting” he @ws. “And
Ravan is not cruelty person-
Ifiad, 85 I is often portrayed.
He is a learned man who
instantly recognises that Ram
is Vishnou's avatar, for no ordi-
nary human can kill Marich
(the demoen who assumes the
formofthe golden deer), When
he says, ‘Marein Ram mokh
main paoon, he accepts death
at Ran's hand assalvation.”
Mazumdar has missed the
roke onlyonce — last year, after
a truck accickent left ham with
four broken bones. “Tszill have
aplare In my coliar bone, Twill

hanee it removed after this
season ends.” hesays,

Ramn, meanwhile, 15 playved
by Raj Kumar Sharma, who
has held the robe for 33 years.
His preparation Is quick —10
to 15 minutes of makeup, his
lips rounded into a petal-like
shape distinctive to his rofe,
But the phiysicality of the per-
formance demands a lifetime
of disclpline. Trained In
Mayurbhan Chhau, Sharma
rises at 4 am, runsor traing at
the gym, and eats only once a
day — e, vegetables, dry
frudt, and juice. “Playing Ram
has given me a caimness,” be
says. Yeo, he too has played
other reles: The golden deer,
Jatayu, even Ravan.

His innovations on stage
have often delighted audi-
ences. As Jatayu, be once sug-
gested that instead of simply
collapsing, he should be flung
from the stage by Ravan. “The
auchience loved it They would
come backsrage asking 1o meet
Jatayu," he recalls. As the
golden deer, he added a skad-
ding maoton across the stage
that became a cromd favoarile,
"Even In the wvanar senag
(monkey nrmy), we made the
aislespartof the act — peeking
at audience members' snacks,
snatching theirchips mid-per-
formance,” he langhs.

Such improvisations were
encouraged by Shobha Deepak
Singh. At her behest. per-
formers crafl their own jewel-
lery and accessories, Jatayvu's
wings included, "It helps us
connect with cur characters
moredeeply,” siys Sharma, The
challenge is always time, Cos-
ture clarges happen in under
two minutes. "Sita.” says pro-
duction mansger Monika Jat-
wani, “wears two or three
costumes laveradoantopofeach
otlser — from lefrenye tosar wo
vanves (exibe) attire. These cos-
e changes happen within
minutes of the plays stan,”

Each year, something aew
19 added. LED screens, for
instance, have come to sarve
as backdrop, and this year, a
chiki Ram appears on stage,
played by three-year-old San-
skriti Khanno The core, how-
ever, remains unchanged:
Storytelling through dance
and devooon

Every evening, outside the
Kendra, quenes begin to fonmn
an hour before curtain, This
evening. as dusk falls, Ram
stepsoutof hisgreen roomand
Jocks up at the sky. It s over-
cast, afteramormingoflashing
rain, Hewondersifthe heavens
will hold. They do. For 68 vears,
the raln gods 100 have paused
sothar the play may go on.
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From housalul theatres 1o almost three
times jump o the footfall, mulkiplex
chnins are expecting this year's Dus-
sehm weekend to have strong a Box
Office collection

Executives at multplex chains
highlight the diverse options for
cinema-goers. Rishabh Shetty's Kax-
tara: Chapter 2 and Dharma Produc-
tions' Sunny Sarskar Ki Tulst Kumar
hit the screens on Thursday. Moreover,
regional films like fdli Kadal (Tamil
and Telugu), Maria (Tamil), Vada Pav
(Marathi}, and Nikka Zaildar 4 (Fun-
jabi) are catering 10 the audiences
DCTOSS gemnres,
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“Dussalira and Gandid Jayanti holk-
day on Thursday generated approxi-
mately 25 per cent higher footfalls as
compared to the opening day ol ilms
refeasad on August 14 for the Indepen-
dence Day weekend for cinema
exhibitors,” said Ashish Pandey, head,
programiming and strategic initiatives,
MovieMax Cinernas. “Audiences havea
fanrastic opporuniry toexpertersos this
vibrant lineup. From the much-antici-
pated Kantara: Chapter 2 to Sunmy
Sanzkar Ki Tulz Kumari, crafted for
Gen Z, the lineup captures a striking
blend of creative ambition and cultural
redevance,” sadd Gautnm Duts, CED,
revenue and operations, PVR INOX

PVR INOX anticipates this festival
weekend 1o have nearly houseful

shows across itscinemas. Additonally,
this comes on the back of high footfall
for recent films ke Joltv LLB 3, Home-
bowundd, Hollywood Rl Qe Batile After
Another, and anime films like Shin-
chan;: The Spicy Kasukabe Dancers.

According to Ashish Saksena, COO,
cinermas. BookMyShow, collectively
the Mlms releasad on Thursday have
already crossed over twomillioa tickees
on BookMyShow for the weekend.

“Bengaluru, Chennai, Hyderabad
Mumbai and Coimbatore have been
the top ¢ities driving demand, once
again showcasing how both regional
and pan-India fAlms are finding a
strong footing at the box office,” Sak-
sennadded

Pandey noted that footfallat Movie-

Festival weekend, vibrant lincup a hit for Box Office

Max is almyst 2.510 3 times higher this
Dussehra compared to fast year.

Not mst metros, but Tier-1l and <111
cities like Baroda, Samastipur, anct
Nacharamare alsoseetng higher boog-
Ings Mukta Az Cinemas' properties in
metros too are performing steadily,
showing how both urban and regional
auchences are equally excitect for fes-
tive teleases, Satwik Lede, chiief operat-
Ing officer, Mukta A2 Cinemas.

“The hobiday factor isgiving people
more time, Even morning shows are
Nlling up quickly,” sid Bhuvanesh
Mendirata, managing director. Mira)
Entertalnment

PVR INOX's Dutta noted
that Q2FY26 is expected 1o be a
sirong quarter.
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