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À l’occasion du centenaire du cinéma indien (1913 : premier fi lm tourné en Inde, 
par un cinéaste indien), le Département de la Recherche et de l’Enseignement du 
musée du quai Branly, en collaboration avec le Centre d’Études de l’Inde et de 
l’Asie du Sud (CEIAS, EHESS/CNRS, Paris) par le biais de plusieurs de ses membres 
et de l’équipe « Industries culturelles, scènes artistiques et littéraires en Inde », 
célèbrent l’événement par un colloque pluridisciplinaire abordant le cinéma du 
Sud de l’Inde. Dans cette région en particulier, le cinéma a été utilisé comme un 
puissant moyen de propagande politique. Le présent colloque revient sur cette 
instrumentalisation du cinéma, à travers un cas emblématique : le traitement 
de la danse et des danseuses/courtisanes dans les fi lms de l’Inde méridionale, 
depuis les débuts du cinéma jusqu’aux années 1950, post-indépendantes. 

Cet objet original permet ainsi de croiser des problématiques généralement 
abordées de façon séparée : le cinéma et la politique, les réformes sociales et 
morales avec les productions culturelles, l’articulation par genre entre la musique 
et la danse, les infl uences de la production d’Hollywood, etc. 

Le colloque regroupe des participants de disciplines académiques différentes 
comme : l’histoire, l’anthropologie sociale, l’histoire du cinéma et de la littérature, 
les études de genre et les études d’arts performatifs. Cette interdisciplinarité 
refl ète aussi le dialogue culturel pratiqué au musée du quai Branly.

Structuré en trois panels s’achevant par une table-ronde fi nale, le colloque 
sera complété par la projection d’extraits de fi lms, particulièrement en langues 
Tamoul et Télougou.

For the centenary of the fi rst fi lm realized in India by an Indian director (in 1913), the 
musee du quai Banly’s Research Department in collaboration with the Centre d’Etudes 
de l’Inde et de l’Asie Sud (CEIAS, EHESS/CNRS, Paris) has organized an international 
conference on dance, music, politics and gender in early South Indian fi lms.

Focusing on representations of dance and  music in early South Indian cinema from its 
beginnings in the second decade of the twentieth century until the 1950s, the conference 
will address a number of key issues related to dance and visual culture in this period, from 
caste and representations of the devadasi-courtesan community to emergent nationalism, 
regionalism, and politics.

Divided into three panels with a fi nal "round table" discussion, the conference’s invited 
speakers come from a range of academic disciplines including social anthropology, South 
Asian history, literary history, fi lm studies, gender studies, dance and music studies.
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PROGAMME / PROGRAM

9h45

Présentation : STÉPHANIE TAWA LAMA-REWAL (CEIAS-CNRS/EHESS, Paris)
 

Introduction : TIZIANA LEUCCI et DAVESH SONEJI

Panel 1 

Discutant : EMMANUEL FRANCIS (CEIAS-CNRS/EHESS, Paris)
 

10h30-11h00
Early Tamil Cinema:  From Image to Sound

THEODORE BASKARAN (Bangalore, India)
 

11h00-11h30
The Scandal of the Devadāsī in Nineteenth-Century Tamil Theatre

SASCHA EBELING (University of Chicago, USA)

11h30-12h00
On Stage and Screen: Dance and the Making of Tamil Cinema
STEPHEN PUTNAM HUGHES (School of Oriental and African Studies, UK)

12h00-12h45 
Discussion

 
13h00-14h00 Repas du midi

musée du quai Branly, salle de cinéma
37 Quai Branly 75007 Paris



Panel 2 

Discutant : LAURENT GUIDO (Université de Lausanne, Suisse)

14h00-14h30
"Celluloid Classicism": Intertwined Histories of the South Indian 

"Dance Revival" and Early Tamil Cinema
HARI KRISHNAN (Wesleyan University, USA)

14h30-15h00
The ‘Ambiguous’ Patronage of Hereditary Performing Artists in 

Tamil Cinema: The Case of V.S. Muthuswamy Pillai 
TIZIANA LEUCCI (musée du quai Branly, CEIAS CNRS/EHESS, Paris)

15h00-15h30 
Discussion

15h30-16h00 
Pause café

Panel 3 

Discutant : DANIEL NEGERS (INALCO, CEIAS CNRS/EHESS, Paris)
 

16h00-16h30
Signs and Symbols: Kuchipudi and the South Indian Film Industry 

RUMYA PUTCHA (Earlham College, Richmond, USA)
 

16h30-17h00
"In Those Days We Called it ‘Record Dance’": 

Film Dance in Kalavantula Courtesan Communities
DAVESH SONEJI (McGill University, Montréal, Canada)

17h00-17h30 
Discussion

 
17h30-18h45

Table ronde et discussion fi nale 
Discutant : CHRISTIAN VIVIANI (Université de Caen)

Invités de la table-ronde : 
AMANDINE D'AZEVECO (Université Paris 3 Sorbonne Nouvelle)

MONIQUE DAGNAUD (CEMS CNRS/EHESS, Paris)

TÉRÉSA FAUCON (Université Paris 3 Sorbonne Nouvelle)

KRISTIAN FEIGELSON (Université Paris 3 Sorbonne Nouvelle) 
CATHERINE SERVAN-SCHREIBER (CEIAS CNRS/EHESS, Paris) 

CHARLES TESSON (Université Paris 3 Sorbonne Nouvelle) 
 

18h45 -19h00 
Conclusion
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Early Tamil Cinema: From Image to Sound
THEODORE BASKARAN (Bangalore, India)

During the silent era that lasted for sixteen years more than a hundred and twenty feature fi lms 
were made in South India. The sound era of Tamil cinema began in 1931. I argue in this essay that 
unlike in the West, the changeover from silents to talkies took a different trajectory here. Tamil 
cinema did not grow out of its silent phase. Instead, in an almost abrupt switch, it adapted an 
already-existing, ready-made entertainment form, complete with trained artistes, writers and a 
sound design -- namely, the “company drama.” This set in motion a strong oral tradition in Tamil 
cinema, given the fact that the “company dramas” themselves were a mere vehicles for songs. 
From the beginning dances were included in talkies. These two features, song and dance, became 
vital entertainment components. In fact they turn out to be a distinguishing feature of Tamil 
cinema. The present-day fi lmmakers fi nd it diffi cult to break away from the song-dance routine. 
Some of the questions raised in the paper include: How was the transition from the pantomime of 
silents to the cinema of spoken language carried out? What was the narrative tradition followed 
in the early talkies? How was the challenge of sound handled by the fi lmmakers? How did it 
affect the aesthetics of cinema?

The Scandal of the Devadasi in Nineteenth-Century Tamil Theatre
SASCHA EBELING (The University of Chicago, USA)

The birth of Tamil sound cinema coincided with the revival of anti-devadāsī debates in South 
India during the 1930s. One of the earliest Tamil ‘talkies’, Mani Lal Tandon’s Dumbachari 
(1935), portrayed a young man who squanders his money on women of ill repute. This paper 
examines the pre-history of this movie: two nineteenth-century stage plays which inspired it, 
S. Kasiviswanatha Mudaliar’s Dambachari Vilasam and P. V. Ramaswamy Raju’s Prathapachandra 
vilasam, and which are in turn indebted to the pre-colonial literary genre of the viralividuthuthu. 
A discussion of these dramas will shed light on the literary trope of ‘the devadāsī as scandal’ and 
also help to historicize the various facets of devadāsī discourse during the 1930s.



On Stage and Screen: Dance and the Making of Tamil Cinema
STEPHEN PUTNAM HUGHES (School of Oriental and African Studies, UK)

I argue that even before dance became an important element in the entertainment package 
of Tamil talkie fi lms, cinema hall managers in Madras had already integrated Indian dance 
performances as an important part of fi lm shows during the 1920s and early 1930s. In this way 
the traditional settings, patronage and forms of Indian dance were transformed into a new kind 
of live stage performance and commercial form of public entertainment that complemented 
silent fi lm shows. This multimedia alliance of live stage and recorded screen performance linked 
dance, music and projected moving images in a new format that was later redeployed by Tamil 
fi lm. This performative encounter of stage and screen was particularly important during the 
protracted and uneven transition between silent and sound fi lm, but was then productively 
refi gured and replaced by the emergence of Tamil fi lm in the latter half of the 1930s. At this 
point, this short-lived but thriving live stage dance tradition at cinema halls does not fi gure in 
any way as part of our histories of either dance or cinema. This paper is an effort to consider how 
cinema hall dance performances may have contributed to the making of Tamil cinema during 
the 1930s.

“Celluloid Classicism”: Intertwined Histories of the South Indian 
“Dance Revival” and Early Tamil Cinema
HARI KRISHNAN (Wesleyan University, USA)

This paper revisits the making of modern Bharatanatyam -- the period of the so-called 
“dance revival” -- from the vantage point of early Tamil cinematic history. Using archival and 
ethnographic sources, it focuses on two inter-related historical issues that mark the complex 
and overlapping relationship between dance and early Tamil cinema. The fi rst has to do with 
the “professionalization” of acting as a career for women, a task accomplished largely by women 
from the devadasi community in the fi rst decades of Indian cinema. The devadasi presence in 
the cinema was, however, eclipsed by the entrance of Brahmin women in the 1940s and 50s, 
much as it was in the new, middle-class world of modern Bharatanatyam. The second part of 
this essay foregrounds the participation of fi gures such as Rukmini Arundale (1904-1986) and 
E. Krishna Iyer (1897-1968) in the making of early Tamil cinema and the moral and aesthetic 
valences of their contributions. Arundale’s participation in the live stage dance at the screening 
of a Tamil fi lm, for example, simultaneously enabled the “respectability” of Tamil cinema and 
Bharatanatyam dance for consumers of both of these popular cultural forms. Indeed, the two 
forms shared middle-class audiences and taste habits, a phenomenon that continues well into 
the present. Staged performances of Bharatanatyam were deeply and irrevocably affected by the 
cinema in this period, and representations of dance in cinema were constructed in dialogue with 
the new morality and aesthetics of the reinvented dance. This essay argues for a new, critical 
reading of dance history in South India that takes seriously the shared registers upon which 
Bharatanatyam and Tamil fi lm were mutually invented between the 1930s and 1950s. 



The ‘Ambiguous’ Patronage of Her editary Performing Artists in 
Tamil Cinema: The Case of V.S. Muthuswamy Pillai 
TIZIANA LEUCCI (Musée du quai Branly, Centre d’Etudes de l’Inde et de l’Asie du Sud, 
Paris)

Until the late 1930s, the majority of South Indian performing artists acting in Tamil cinema 
belonged to the hereditary communities of temple and court dancers and musicians (devadāsī, 
rājadāsī and naṭṭuvaṉār). Following the legal abolition of their socio-religious institution (with 
the so-called Devadasi Act) in the Madras Presidency on November 1947 (three months after the 
declaration of Indian Independence), a great number of them lost their income, housing facilities 
and all forms of previous artistic patronage from temples, royal courts, aristocratic landlords, 
rich merchants, and government offi cers as well. Thus, the majority of them had to abandon 
their artistic professions considered now as ‘illicit’ and ‘immoral,’ and had to fi nd other ways to 
survive. At the apex of such virulent abolitionist campaigns, the Tamil cinema provided for some 
individuals an alternative space to continue their own artistic professions. Such a new form 
of patronage, unfortunately, did not last long and, I argue, it was quite ‘ambiguous’ since both 
female dancers and singers, as well as their male masters and accompanying musicians, often 
played roles in Tamil fi lms that ironically, stigmatized and condemned their own communities. 
The pre- and post-independence Tamil cinema, in fact, employed in its close connection with 
the contemporary political propaganda, quite a number of script-writers and actors belonging 
to the Dravidian parties and active in the abolitionist Self-Respect Movement. In my paper I 
will illustrate the connections and collisions between on-screen portrayals of performing artists, 
the tension of gender issues within their own communities, and the ‘ambiguity’ of cinematic 
patronage, through the biography of the Tamil dance master and fi lm choreographer V.S. 
Muthuswamy Pillai. I will also show how the fi lm setting allowed in a way to keep alive the 
“traditional” dāsī and sadir āṭṭam choreographic styles, which were otherwise sanitized in the 
new bharata nāṭyam ‘sabha presentations’, and how the technical devices of the studios and the 
camera enriched these performances by the tremendous potential offered by a new use of space 
and body movements for cinematic choreographic sequences. 

Signs and Symbols: Kuchipudi and the Sou th Indian Film Industry 
RUMYA PUTCHA (Earlham College, USA)

This talk deconstructs the choreography of three Kuchipudi gurus who left the village of 
Kuchipudi and relocated to Madras (Chennai) in the early-to-mid twentieth century to work 
in fi lms: Vedantam Raghavayya, Vempati Pedda Satyam, and Vempati Chinna Satyam. This 
presentation demonstrates that it was through mid-century fi lms that the female Kuchipudi 
dancer was imaged and iconicized as representative of Telugu culture. Focusing on the dance 
sequences choreographed by these three gurus, I examine the use of both the term “Kuchipudi” 
and the depiction of Kuchipudi dance/dancers over the course of thirty years, 1939–1969. During 
this period, Kuchipudi gurus drew explicit connections between female dance, almost always 
framed as courtesan dance, and the Bharatanatyam movement vocabulary, which was by this 
point in time, fi rmly associated with Tamil culture. I argue that these gurus fostered what is now 
the commonly accepted narrative of Kuchipudi history as a rural, religious, male theatrical form 
in these fi lms while simultaneously distancing Kuchipudi from female dance. 



“In Those Days We Called it ‘Record Dance’”: Film Dance in 
Kalavantula Courtesan Communities 
DAVESH SONEJI (McGill University, Canada)

This paper considers the presence of cinema dance in the Telugu-speaking kalavantula-courtesan 
community of coastal Andhra Pradesh. While a number of scholars continue to trace the fl ow 
of dance and music from the courtesan community into early cinema, this paper considers the 
reverse: the incorporation of the distinctly modern sign of the cinema into the “traditional” 
repertoire of performance practices in this community. The 1950s represent an important point 
in the modern history of this community because an important local amendment to the Madras 
Anti-Devadasi Act criminalizes the secular, salon-style performances (mejuvani) by kalavantula 
in 1956 and consequently there is a sharp increase in police raids at private dance events. 
This decade, however, also marks a high-point in Telugu cinematic production in Madras, and 
dance and music are central to this increasingly popular cultural idiom that showcases cultural 
nationalism through the increased visibility of the new, urban, “classical” dance, Bharatanatyam. 
This paper argues that popular discourses around “classical” dance in mid-twentieth century 
South Indian cinema create new, albeit “illicit” cultures of dance inhabited by kalavantula 
women in the context of both underground mejuvani salon performance and brothel-style 
commercial sex work. Popularly known as “record dance” on account of gramophone records 
that would sometimes accompany it, fi lm dance became a wholly integrated aspect of kalavantula 
performance culture in the 1950s. Film songs that indexed a romanticized world of courtesan 
performance (including “fi lmy” versions of courtesan genres such as javalis and tillanas) became 
favorites among kalavantula women, as did “Oriental dances” such as the “Marwadi dance” 
performed by American dancers like La Meri and Ragini Devi, but also in 1950s cinema by non-
hereditary middle-class dancers such as Vyjayanthimala. This paper focuses on the multiple 
valences – economic, political, and aesthetic – that the performance of “record dance” embodies 
in this community, and considers the ongoing mobilization of fi lm dance by young kalavantula 
women in the globalized sexual economies of contemporary India.
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