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| felt that, to make the film work as a whole, it needed to
be very strongly rooted in somewhere familiar—if not in sound,
in an image, in some sort of form and structure.

| always start with wanting the sound to say something
about image that’s not already there, and vice versa. Either
the sound has to go against the image or with it, or it has to
do something completely different, but it can always stand on
its own. It says something about or against the visual.

For this film, | used three sonically strong ideas: the first
is a double bass rumbling, recorded on two different tracks
that | could split; the third consists of three sustained electric
guitar tracks; and the second is a long transition from first
into third. The second idea is very simple material in terms

The most general term for “knowledge” in the Jain tradition, in the sense
of something that can be taught and learned, is suyarn, literally “what has
been heard.” It refers implicitly to an act of hearing, a moment of presence
before one of the “bearers of knowledge” (suyahara), those members of the
community who retain in their minds, and thus in their bodies as well, what
they themselves have heard. The very idea of knowledge therefore implies its
transmission within a community. S1 What follows are two stories, from the
Svétambara and Digambara Jain literary traditions, about that transmission.

The first comes from a work of about the fifth century CE, called Titthogali
(The Dissolution of the Teaching).! Svétambara Jains include it among their
“canonical” texts, that is, those said to have been collected and redacted
in the sixth century CE under the leadership of the monk Dévarddhi.? In
the guise of a prophecy, it tells the story of how the Jain teachings were
gradually lost—not only the texts disappearing from cultural memory,
but what they taught, including the practices constitutive of the path
to liberation, inevitably disappearing as well.

There was a famine in North India. At the time, the Jain teachings
were transmitted orally. Many of the senior monks who remembered
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of tonality—baby xylophone played with a drill. These three
things hold the structure together, joining up in the end with
the other sounds, which sometimes very literally explore the
movement or materiality of the place—you see stone or sand
somewhere and also have that association, in the sound, of
stone and sand on your fingers.

As it’s a two-screen film, | figured out that | needed to
also make two soundtracks—one for the left and one for the
right screen. There’s all kinds of panning and splitting of tracks.
In principle, you should be able to watch the left screen and
only play the sound in your left ear and have a complete ex-
perience. You would also have a complete experience for the
right, but different—image and sound are unique for both sides.



the teachings did not survive. Those who did got together after the famine
and tried to reconstitute the teachings. Nobody, however, could remember
the last of its twelve angas or “limbs.” The only person who remembered
them was the monk Bhadrabahu, who was practicing silent meditation
in an isolated place. The community asked him to “give a recitation” of
the twelfth anga. At first he refused, but the community threatened to
impose sanctions on him, and he grudgingly agreed to recite a few words
here and there in between practicing his silent meditation. The students,
by and large, failed to retain anything. Only one student, Sthiilabhadra,
managed to learn the text this way. He patiently learned word after word
for eight years, at which point Bhadrabahu finished his meditation and
spoke to him for the first time:

“I hope you are not exhausted by this way of studying.”

“Not at all,” he said. “But how long will it take me to finish?”

“A man drops a mustard seed near Mount Mandara. The amount
you've finished is the mustard seed, and Mount Mandara is how
much there is left.”

Sthulabhadra was discouraged by this, but Bhadrabahu assured him that
it would go quickly, now that he was available for questioning. And in this
way Sthulabhadra mastered ten of the fourteen parts of the twelfth anga.
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I don’t know if it actually works; | never tried it. | did a lot of
very, very close miking and, especially if you're using head-
phones, you hear sounds as close by, which produces a sense
of anxiety. | used drills on a brick—a crunching that’s uncom-
fortable. | also hear the motor of that drill as one huge beep
with different frequencies. | put those together, and it’s too
close for comfort. S8

AB: How did engaging with Anupu influence the sound

composition?

MV: It’s a site that wasn’t there—it had been put there because
there needed to be an artificial lake. That’s avery contemporary

One day Sthiilabhadra’s family visited him. Wanting to impress them with
his learning, he turned himself into a lion. His teacher was displeased
with this trick, and stopped teaching him the texts. Sthalabhadra said:

“I'am not so upset that I have not learned these texts, since after
all I have only myself to blame for that. And as it says in the teach-
ings, these texts were bound to disappear, even were it not for me.
No, what tortures me, in every part of my body, is that it is my
fault. The teachers in the future, and indeed today, will say that
it was in the arrogant Sthulabhadra that these texts were lost.”

The community begged Bhadrabahu to forgive Sthilabhadra and teach
him the rest of the texts. He agreed to teach Sthiillabhadra the reamining
texts, but he refused on principle to give him permission to teach the
texts to subsequent students: if even so devoted a monk as Sthiilabhadra
was subject to ethical lapses, minor as they were, then it was inevita-
ble that those lapses would accumulate over time, and inevitably the
knowledge contained in the texts would be used for malign purposes.
Sthiilabhadra thus received the textual tradition without being permitted
to transmit it further. And it feels strange to apply the term “tradition”
to a text that cannot be shared. In the end the twelfth anga really was
lost in Sthulabhadra, the last person to learn them. R6 ®
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issue, and so needed a contemporary sound. In addition to
that, it’s sort of a place of entertainment, a wrestling pit. | felt
the need to reflect that idea of a wrestling pit in the sound
somewhere, the whole politics of repositioning this amphithe-
atre from somewhere else, which | hope was done carefully
so that the acoustics are not completely gone. That’s where
you get all the sand and bricks, as ultimately you just have a
bunch of old bricks in a very new situation. These are the two
ideas: one that is the low—the sand, brick, sweat, heat, intense
physical activity—and the other is the opposing sound: the sky,
the lake, these sounds with some sense of purity. And then the
baby xylophone in the middle, which | then played with a drill
to make it a bit of both. It becomes very banal when | say it



The second story comes from the Dhavala (White Commentary) by
the Jain monk Viraséna.® Viraséna belonged to the Digambara Jain
community, which was distinct, in terms of key beliefs and practices,
from the Svétambara community that produced and transmitted the
Titthogali discussed above. In fact the two communities hold very few
authoritative texts in common. Viraséna’s Dhavala, completed in 816
CE, comments on an earlier work, the Satkhandagamah (Teaching in Six
Parts), which is unknown to the Svétambara tradition. In his introduc-
tion, Viraséna explains how that earlier work came to be. Thus while
the Titthogali thematizes the disappearance of a textual tradition, the
Dhavala reflects on the continuous existence in the past—although
with several major shifts in its mode of existence—of the tradition that
readers of the text find before them.

The last person to retain some part of the Jain teachings was
Dharaséna. Aware of his impending death, and worried that it would
mean the death of the tradition, he sent a letter to the Jain community
from his solitary cave in northwest India asking for two students. Two
students arrived, and once Dharaséna confirmed their suitability he
composed a text specifically for them. The students, named Puspadanta
and Bhutabali, were then dismissed, and Dharaséena ended his life.
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like this—that happens when you talk about it too much—but
| didn’t find it banal when | was hearing it.

AB: As contemporary artists, you're engaging with this an-
cient site—and this contrast is really striking because a
contemporary dancer who doesn’t fit into the existing idea
of heritage dance categories is encountering a space that
is symbolic of antique culture. Could you talk a bit about
how you’re creating a relationship with the space through
your movement, or drawing attention to an alienation from
it? Or are you interrogating it—the temporality and history
it represents? What is your relationship as contemporary

artists to the history that this site summons?

Some time afterwards, when Bhutabali was in South India, he received a
visitor: Jinapalita, the nephew and student of his colleague Puspadanta.
From the manuscript Jinapalita brought, which represented the first
part of the teaching they had received from Dharaséna, Bhutabali in-
ferred that Puspadanta was not long for the world. He therefore finished
writing the text that Puspadanta had started and that Jinapalita had
brought to him, which would become known as the Satkhandagamah.

Several different timescales are overlaid in these stories. First of all,
there is the span of a human life. We have but a few dozen years to both
learn everything we will ever learn and pass it down to future generations:
“Aber was sind auch siebenzig Jahre!” (But what is even seventy years?).>
In the case of Jain teachings, there is even less time. Sthalabhadra only
became a Jain monk well into adulthood. This is one point of contrast with
the transmission of the Vedas, which are taught to Brahmin boys when
they are very young and their brains are most plastic. The Vedas exist, in
a certain sense, within the temporality of the family. The claim that the
Vedas are eternal, which is met with in Brahmanical schools of thought,
depends on the ability to imagine families extending infinitely into the
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PC: You've mentioned the disconnect between the “con-
temporary” and national heritage. There’s a sense of that,
of being outside the discourse of what is in India itself. But
the contemporary is very complex, especially in a country
so vast and complex, as are discussions around different
modernities. There’s no one idea of the contemporary within
India, and contemporary practice is completely derived from
Western contemporary dance idioms. Where | come from,
the work is always in conversation with the past. We've never
really seen ourselves as just sort of dropping down from the
sky into an amphitheatre and being contemporary artists—
we have always existed within this tension and interrogation
between the past and the present. R5 x The advantage is that



past and the future. But the biological family is not the only way to stitch
human generations together. These stories are about succession within a
line of teachers: Bhadrabahu was the seventh in line from Mahavira, the
final tirthankara or “ford-maker” of Jainism, essentially the founder of the
religion in its current historical dispensation. Dharaséna was twenty-sixth.

The transmission of texts within this line of succession is lossy. T2 The
loss is represented most obviously in numerical terms: Mahavira’s teaching
was represented by twelve angas, the twelfth of which was represented, in
turn, by fourteen immense collections of technical teachings called the purvas.
These texts, starting with the puirvas, were gradually lost. In the Titthogali, we
are told that four entire texts simply winked out of existence with the death
of one person, Sthulabhadra. But this is not the only kind of loss to which
that story alludes. Sthiilabhadra becomes Bhadrabahu’s disciple in the first
place because of a crisis of memory within the community: natural disaster
had decimated the ranks of senior monks, and those who survived struggled
to remember what they had been taught. The bitter irony of the Titthogali is
that the texts that survive are in fact those that had been half-remembered
and stitched together in a time of crisis, while the texts that the most gifted
student patiently learned over many years were lost immediately and forever.

The eruption of natural disasters onto the relatively predict-
able temporality of human generations is an important motif in the
Titthogali and in the Jain tradition more broadly. Disasters challenge the
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assumption of a uniformity reaching into the distant past and future,
and articulate the tradition into stages. A different famine than that
described in the Titthogali is held to have occasioned the redaction of
the Jain teachings under the leadership of Skandila and Nagarjuna,
and, later, yet another famine led to their being put into written form
under Dévarddhi. These articulations resemble, in their outer form if
not in how they are experienced, the way in which political formations
structure historical time. The Titthogali makes this comparison explicit:
“the lineage (varhsa-) of the Angas, the Nandas, and the Mauryas came
to a sudden end, alongside the lineage (varhsa-) of the textual tradition.”

As the very title of the Titthogali makes clear, the history to
which these developments ultimately belong is that of the tirtha, the
salvific path taught by Mahavira—in a word, Jainism. The Titthogali
reckons time in years that have passed since Mahavira’s death, which
is traditionally dated to 537 BCE.

In both stories, the oral transmission of a text comes to an end. Only in
the Titthogali, however, does this imply the text’s total disappearance.
In the Dhavala, Puspadanta and Bhutabali avail themselves of writing,
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| can come without baggage and say, “I’'m an Odissi dancer,
a Kathak dancer,” in South India and perform a form that
geographically belongs to another space. My aesthetic can
be anything; it is not bound.

This is how | propose that my aesthetic connects
somewhere to the aesthetic of the space, not in a kind
of a superficial “"Oh, now I'm going to do something that
looks ritualistic, etc.” sense, but as something essential.
Ironically, the theatre that Chandralekha built when she
started to develop her work is called Mandala. | spent ten
years working a lot on the geometric systems with which
she created work and how conversations around the body
were held, understanding these notions of the circle within

the square. The minute | sent those photographs of Anupu
to friends who shared that history with me, they said, “"This
is a mandala.” Even if | wasn’t going to overtly reference
it, having been a classical dancer and acknowledging this
within the Indian historical context, reconstructing the past
or literally conversing with it, there was a great familiarity
with the proportions of the space. It is built to contain many,
but the single human body seems to fill it with an incredible
ease. After watching the early footage we made, | said to
Nida, “l should have planned the whole film with just two
people—it feels like more would be too much.”

I’'m in relation to the space more than making a re-
lationship with the space. As a performer, | bring acute



which allows some version of the text, at least, to reach the commentator
Viraséna, and ultimately readers like us.

The Titthogali makes no mention of writing at all, and represents
the normative conditions of transmission: the student learns the text
and its meaning from his teacher over a period of many years, until he
is finally given permission to teach it to others in the same way. The
oldest Jain texts make no clear mention of writing, and the earliest
texts to do so—the Niryuktis, a set of commentaries composed in verse
around the beginning of the common era—clearly state that monks
really ought to have nothing to do with it: they were prohibited from
possessing manuscripts, and penalized for every letter they wrote.’

Dharasena and his students, by contrast, live in a world where
literacy is presupposed. Dharaséna himself resorts to writing, but only
as a technology of communication, when he sends a letter to the Jain
community. He does not write down what he has learned, even as his
death approaches. His student Puspadanta, when he finds himself in
the same situation, resorts to writing as a technology of storage.® I am
tempted to read this story as an allegory of the gradual acceptance of
writing as a means of storing the Jain teachings. By Viraséna’s time,
there is no longer any trace of opprobrium attached to writing.

The Dhavala, like the Titthogali, shows us a moment of crisis, a point
of articulation in the tradition. The articulation here is writing. Once
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scorned as a support for unserious monks, or associated with love letters
and other cultural phenomena monks ought to avoid, writing emerges
as the only conceivable way of forestalling the disappearance of the Jain
teachings. It was a compromise that would shape the tradition ever after.
The story of Bhadrabahu raises the possibility of a different compromise,
only to reject it. If the survival of the Jain teachings is at stake, couldn’t
he have simply overlooked his student’s momentary arrogance, which
was after all harmless? His rationale for withholding the teachings from
Sthilabhadra seems to have been the following: such moments might not
seem very serious in themselves, but they contribute to the normalization
of a situation in which learning is not used for its intended purpose of
liberation, but instead for shallow displays of erudition, or worse, for more
cynical and destructive purposes. In relation to this outcome, the need to
preserve the teachings is not absolute. Teachers such as Bhadrabahu are
not obligated to ensure their continued transmission at all costs. They can,
and often do, intervene in their transmission: “the law is not in heaven.”

We have been talking about the “teachings” of Jainism, and only now
has the identity of those teachings been called into question. On the
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awareness—a lot of my work is about concentration, not
just on what’s happening within the body, but a concen-
tration which brings the viewer to see what’s around the
body. These were some of the strategies with which |
tried to make friends with the space and not disrespect
it. I've seen choreographers from Europe come to pro-
duce works at historical sites in India and end up with
such a clash of aesthetics. | was cautious to the extent
that | thought it was just not possible to dance here. But
if dance is not possible, other kinds of movement are.

AB: It’s really interesting that at a certain stage you wanted
to work with stillness because the possibilities of movement

had already been mined in your previous explorations. This
site seems to be in avery good location to explore that idea
of stillness in the choreographic decisions you make around
the tempo of the piece. The film’s opening image begins al-
ready as part of the site. We see this still body on one side,
on one screen, and then, on the other, a torso with the face
turned away from us, and the gesture of your palm dragging
across the stone surface. It produces this fiery, crackling
sonic texture. You begin with a mode of refusal, refusing a
conventional approach to subjectivity and its representation,
refusing the gaze of the spectator. Then we see the body
begin to move in a medium shot and a long shot of a stilled
posture. There's a dialectic between your status as subject



one hand, they were passed down with great care over the genera-
tions; on the other, what is passed down inevitably changes, whether
due to unforeseen disasters, deliberate interventions, or simply the
limitations of human memory. Clearly the dichotomy of preservation
or loss is inadequate to this situation. Nevertheless, it has become a
cliché that the Svétambaras believe the teachings are “preserved” while
the Digambaras believe they are “lost"—even though the Svétambara
Titthogali narrates the total loss of the twelfth anga, whereas the
Digambara Dhavala narrates its partial preservation in the form of
the Satkhandagamah.

There is firstly a question of what should count as preserving a text.
The transmission of the Vedas represents one model, where no linguisti-
cally relevant detail is omitted: the text has to be memorized by the student
in exactly the form in which the teacher recites it, down to the length
and pitch of its vowels. But the transmission of Jain texts, like Buddhist
texts, was influenced to a much greater degree by the linguistic context
of its transmitters, leading to a profusion of forms for what is ostensibly
the same word (for example, kappai, kappati, and kappadi for “is permit-
ted”), and leading scholars to attempt to determine the “original” form."
Moreover, what degree of accuracy is sufficient for us to consider a text
“preserved”? If one word out of every thousand were misremembered,
would it still count? What about one out of every hundred?
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There is, secondly, the question of what the “original” form of a
text represents. In Brahmanism, the Veda is considered eternal, and re-
vealed to men by seers in every cosmic cycle. In Buddhism, the teachings
are considered to be “the words of the Buddha.” This is sometimes taken
in an expanded sense, to mean things that the Buddha might have said
or should have said. But all the same, the privileged textual form in this
tradition is the discourse given by the Buddha to his disciples. In Jainism
almost every teaching is framed as a restatement of an earlier teaching,
and almost every text is framed as a textualization of a preexisting
discourse. This is true even for Mahavira, who is considered to be the
twenty-fourth in a line of teachers stretching back billions and billions of
years. Discourses of Mahavira are in fact uncommon in the Jain “canon,”
and when Mahavira’s words are presented, they are recalled by his disciple,
Sudharman, to the latter’s disciple, Jambuisvamin. The “canon” includes
many texts that are clearly reorderings, restatements, and analyses of
traditional teachings, and are attributed to monks who lived centuries
after Mahavira. From this perspective, the textual tradition should not be
imagined exclusively as the passing down of a pristine set of teachings in
their original linguistic form—although this kind of transmission did take
place to some degree—but as a process whereby ideas, stories, practices,
and rules were periodically given textual form. R7 = While knowledge
of the texts per se (suttaim) is a privileged domain of knowledge about
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and object, almost like you want to engage as an object among
the rest of the vibrant matter at Anupu2® I couldn’t help but
think of how, in film, a dancing body marked as female is
constantly subject to the male gaze and configured within a
patriarchal economy of representation.*

How do you navigate this challenge of becoming an
object in terms of the aesthetic, or something approximating
an object with respect to your own relationship to the site,
while also being aware of that tension around the imposition
of the male gaze on the dancing body?

PC: I'm not a filmmaker; I'm a performer-maker. This is my
second film, and as before | chose to work with a director

who is normally a wildlife flmmaker. He's used to lying patiently
in wait for an elephant for a whole day. He watches more than
intervenes in the frame, which gives me a free hand.
Nevertheless, my approach and my thinking, the poli-
tics, the sensibility, all of these questions around the gaze—the
male gaze in particular—these are questions that have already
existed within the context of making new performance inIndia.
Although this history is contested today, the popular
narrative is that in the 1930s and 1940s, with Rukmini Devi,
dance was taken from the temples and the courts and thrust
onto the proscenium stage.® All the dancers could do was
to suddenly deal with the front—the need to be frontal,
the need to smile, to be seductive. That’s where all of this



the tradition, it is not the only one. We have seen that the community
periodically intervenes in the regular course of the transmission of
knowledge in order to create opportunities for certain teachings to be
disseminated more broadly, or indeed to guarantee their survival into
the future. Thus traditional knowledge, which, once again, is literally
“what has been heard” (suyar), reflects the community’s judgments

Recording Classical Dance at
Ranigumpha: What Does It Mean
to Listen to Odissi’s Past?

about what is worth learning. R5 x
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conversation around the male objectification of the dancing
body discourse comes from.

Chandra had already started to deal with the prob-
lem. Her instruction to the dancers was: “Don’t smile, don’t
seduce. Let’s de-objectify and see what else the body can
propose. Can it propose itself as that which holds power and
strength, to reclaim the spine and not to have to somehow
fulfil2” This is a long trajectory that | have been a part of. In
my own work, | still struggled with the whole question—even
if the work is rid of narratives, the minute there’s a body on
the stage, trying to give reason or meaning to movement, as
a way for moving itself to happen, we always fall back into
this idea of subjective expressivity. Then | made Beautiful

Anurima Banerji

105

Thing 2, one of my few solos. | always struggle with the so-
los because, at least with a group work, you have multiple
bodies and attention can be on the space between them,
to distract from their presence. With a solo it’s difficult;
solo activity feels enhanced. | thought to myself, “Well, | am
going to take this body back, I'm going to turn it backinto an
object,” an object that is only concerned with its form, the
lines that it holds, the space that it holds. It became a good
strategy, because the mind could become preoccupied with
something other than its own subjectivity. All of a sudden, a
lot of these problems, including the gaze, went away.

| love working with this idea of the body’s back sur-
face, animportant element, and giving equal importance to
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