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What sort of music would work? Would
you watch it as a holistic work of art or of
social awareness? And if you tune out
both music and words, would dance still
work?

‘Say, What?” handles these questions as
much with courage as artistry. And the

answer to the last question is yes,a

choreography can work without sound, L | FE I S Tw | STS LE AD

‘Say, What?’ is touring the country now. jllSt Sigl‘l and bOdy language.
Contemporary choreographer Avantika TO NEW PROMISES.
Bahl took a year to collaborate with deaf dancer Vishal Sarvaiya to craft a piece FULFIL THEM
where all established codes of communication in dance were abandoned. WITH US
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‘Say, What?, three months past its Mumbai debut and after many versions, is Malayalam actor

touring the country as a silent performance. And it is playing to mixed Ambika Rao dies

audiences, both deaf and otherwise, making for multiple connections between

and among viewers and dancers. At Delhi’s Gati studio, after the performances,

Indian professionals
believe sharing
emotions at work boost
productivity, morale:

there are as many questions shot at Sarvaiya in sign language as those
addressed to Bahl in words.

No words .

Afterwards, in the lobby, excited fans surround both dancers and the feedback

flies fast, mostly through the animated language of hands and fingers. “This

response is even better. You don’t get away with just saying a few words of /A Canara 4{X) HsBC
congratulations, you have to use your whole body and face to convey your LIFE INSURANCE

feelings,” says Bahl.

Sign language is not unknown to Indian dance forms—the codified mudra
system comes close. And even when used for routine communication, there is
something choreographic about the precision, rhythm and elegance with which
the hand, the fingers and palms come together in sign language.
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It was precisely this that drew Bahl to sign language classes two years ago. The
idea of a performance that lay outside the boundaries of sound, using sign and
movement, captured her imagination. Her search for a deaf dance partner and
collaborator to help translate the idea led her to Sarvaiya.

Sarvaiya’s own story is fascinating for anyone who thinks deafness must be
severely limiting for dancers. At the school for the deaf that he attended, dance
was compulsory. “But it was the sound of drums at the marchpast that worked
for me,” he signs. The beat of a drum is felt as a vibration, but ironically enough
only when you are still. Which means that moving to a beat, the most universal
concept of dance, doesn’t work here.

Although most of Sarvaiya’s classmates dropped out of dance, he went on to
enrol in Shiamak Davar’s hugely popular classes in Mumbai. There were four
other deaf students in class.

“When I started learning, it was more visual than anything else—faster, slower,
imitating others in class. The teacher then began to break the rhythm down for
us. They also developed a system to cue with hands,” he signs, as Bahl interprets.

Sarvaiya went on to become an assistant teacher at Davar’s. How did he pull that
off? “Because I am a good dancer,” he signs and laughs.

Thumping dhols

Beat and bass-heavy music, especially hip hop, he says, works best for deaf
dancers. The thumping dhols at Ganesh processions in Mumbai were always a
great track to pick up your feet and dance no matter what your hearing skills.
‘Right Here, Right Now’ from Bluff Master,and ‘Shut Up and Bounce’ from
Dostana,Sarvaiya tells you, are great songs to dance to if you are deaf.

Working with Bahl was a process of constant negotiation. There were ideas
exchanged, and some fraught moments especially because ‘What Say’is an
abstract piece and Sarvaiya was not familiar with the concept. “I couldn’t quite
understand the contemporary dance language. What does it mean? What was I
to imagine? It took a lot of sharing to develop the work,” he signs.

For Bahl, the process was no less complex. Since there was no scope for working
with external rhythm, it had to be internal rhythm at work. It took a lot of
playing around with ideas and bodywork to finalise the piece. Interestingly, it
did not start off wordless. It began word-heavy but every new draft had less and
less sound.

As Bahl says, “We increasingly felt that we didn’t need any voices and that we
could communicate with just sign and body language. We just had to be still

and dance”

Malini Nair writes on, and lives for music, dance, theatre, and literature.
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