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Nicanor G. Tiongson

Transforming 
Tradition in the Dance 
Drama Realizing Rama,  

1997–2006
Documenting the Process of  

“Inter-Creation” in an ASEAN Production*

A b s t r ac t

This article seeks to examine three aspects of the pioneering production 
Realizing Rama (1997–2006), a collaboration among artists from the ASEAN. 
First, it will describe and critique the process of inter-creation among traditional 
and modern artists that gave birth to a production style that was palpably 
Southeast Asian in tonality, movement, and visuality without being stereotyped 
as “ethnic.” Second, it will explicate and evaluate the participation of ASEAN 
artists in the productions and the changes they undertook in the process of 
creating and performing the work. Third, it will describe audience reaction to 
Realizing Rama in and outside the ASEAN region. This study will show that 
the creation of Realizing Rama paralleled the initial realization of an ASEAN 
performing arts aesthetics and the creation of a paradigm for the process of 

artistic creation in an ASEAN artistic community.
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Introduction

F irst conceived and proposed by Nestor O. Jardin of the 
Philippines, the “ASEAN Flagship Voyage: A Performing 
Arts Tour Across ASEAN,” which produced Realizing Rama, 

was approved by the Committee on Culture and Information (COCI) 
of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 1997. The 
first project of its kind in ASEAN, it had three aims. First, it sought 
to create a singular “collaborative performing arts production of the 
highest standard of excellence,” which would be a departure from 
the usual ASEAN festivals, which merely “showcased works by each 
country put together in one programme” but gave “little opportunity 
and time to work together in a collaborative and integrated manner” 
on one piece. Second, the project aimed to “bring together leading 
ASEAN performing artists for the purpose of creating a new work 
and learning from each other in the process,” stressing that the 
flagship production must “integrate the individual and collective 
expertise, backgrounds, and experiences of the artists who would 
participate in the project” in order to establish a strong and, 
hopefully, distinct ASEAN identity. Third, unlike previous COCI 
projects, which “had limited beneficiaries and audienceship,” the 
project wanted to “showcase the production to as wide a public as 
possible within the ASEAN region, particularly among the youth,” 
and later even outside the region.1 

In subsequent production meetings and upon official selection of 
the Philippine production concept (i.e., a contemporary Ramayana), 
the project director Nestor Jardin and the artistic staff drawn from 

1	 All quotations in this paragraph are from Report of the Second Production Meeting of 
the ASEAN Flagship Voyage: Performing Arts Tour across ASEAN, 23–24 February, 
annex 5  (Manila: ASEAN, 1998), n.p.

*This article was originally read under the title “Realizing Rama, Realizing ASEAN: Tradition 
and Transformation in a Contemporary Ramayana Production” as the Philippine country 
paper in the Ramayana Festival and Conference, held on 6 September 2013, in Yogyakarta, 

Indonesia.
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all the member countries of ASEAN decided that: (1) the production 
would be called Realizing Rama; (2) the form of the production would 
be “basically dance to avoid language problems,” although it would 
also “utilize other forms, such as music, theatre, visual arts and 
production design” to create “an integrated performing and visual arts 
production”; (3) the “production style should be basically contemporary 
but will draw inspiration from the numerous performing arts styles 
of ASEAN in movement, visualization and music composition,” 
integrating all these in an “expressive rather than cognitive style”; and 
(4) the artistic team assignments would be as follows: Denisa G. Reyes 
(Philippines), Artistic Director; Nicanor G. Tiongson (Philippines), 
Librettist and Program Brochure Writer and Editor; Rahayu 
Suppangah (Indonesia), Composer; Phatravadi Mejudhon (Thailand), 
choreographer; Bayu Utomo Radjikin (Malaysia), Set Designer; U 
Ang Thwin (Myanmar), Costume Designer; Haji Ibrahim Bin Ismail 
(Brunei Darussalam), Lighting Designer; Vongchitch Phommachack 
(Lao-PDR), Sound Designer; Jason Lai (Singapore), Videographer; 
and Nguyen Phong (Vietnam), Technical Director. As the production 
advanced and due to unavoidable circumstances, some members of 
the artistic team had to be changed or augmented by other artists 
from the Philippines, notably, by Salvador F.  Bernal (subsequently 
National Artist of the Philippines for Theater Design) who became 
principal set and costume designer, Denisa Reyes who had to double 
up as choreographer, Katsch SJ Catoy, Jose Christe Nombres, and 
Naomi (Shoko) Matsumoto who took turns as lighting designers for 
different phases, Arnel Manzano who became technical director 
during the tours, Ami Miciano who was visual projections artist, and 
Alden Lugnasin who joined in 2002 as assistant to the artistic director.  
As planned, the project went through the production phase smoothly  
and opened without a hitch in Hanoi, Vietnam, in December 1998, 
toured the ten ASEAN countries in two phases (in 1999 and 2000), and 
then extended its tours to Berlin, London, Luxembourg,  and Brussels 
(2001) and to Korea, China, and India (2002) and Japan (2003), ending 
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with a performance for UNESCO International Theater Institute 
World Congress in Manila (2006).  It was the first, and to date the 
only, ASEAN production to enjoy more than 20 performances in 18 
countries in and outside the region. 

Lauded as “one intelligent masterpiece that strikes at the heart 
of our being Asian,”2 Realizing Rama deserves to be studied as a 
pioneering effort to create a contemporary dance production that 
expresses a Southeast Asian aesthetics that is modern without being 
Western, and contemporary without being alienated from tradition. 
This initial paper seeks to illuminate three aspects of the production. 
First, it will describe and critique the process of “inter-creation” among 
traditional and modern artists that gave birth to a production style that 
was palpably Southeast Asian in tonality, movement, and visuality 
without being stereotyped as “ethnic.” Second, it will explicate and 
evaluate the participation of ASEAN artists in the production and the 
changes they underwent in the process of creating and performing 
the work. Third, it will describe audience reaction to the performance 
in and outside the ASEAN region. The paper is inclined to believe 
that the creation of Realizing Rama paralleled the initial realization of 
an ASEAN performing arts aesthetics and the creation of a paradigm 
for the process of artistic creation in an ASEAN artistic community.

An ASEAN Contemporary Style

The ASEAN contemporary style that characterized Realizing Rama 
arose from the careful and judicious transformation of many traditions 
to reach out to contemporary audiences in a language that they would 
understand and respond to. Such transformation began with the 
libretto by Philippine scholar and playwright Nicanor Tiongson, who 
reinterpreted a centuries-old epic popular in most ASEAN countries 
according to the social, political, and economic realities of the region. 
The narrative focuses on the theme of selfless leadership, specifically, 

2	  Juinio Carmelo, “Televised Theater,” Today, 2 October 1999.
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the inner change that ASEAN leaders need to undergo for them to 
become true leaders of their people. The model for that new breed 
of leader is Rama, but only after he has undergone the exile of self-
purification. In the end, he is realized as a leader when he transcends 
ego and self, thereby achieving enlightenment. 

Act 1 opens with Rama competing with seven princes for the 
hand of Sita. He wins and weds Sita in grand ceremonies. On this 
same occasion, King Dasaratha decides to transfer his crown to 
Rama, but Kaikeyi, one of the King’s wives, demands that her own 
son, Bharatha, ascend the throne, as promised once by Dasaratha. 
Rama volunteers to go into exile to save his father from the horns 
of the dilemma. Accompanied by Sita (his heart) and Lakshmana 
(his mind), Rama travels over mountains and rivers, negotiating a 
balance between emotion and thought. But the three are attacked 
by the Wealth Monsters, representing Opportunism, Frivolity, and 
Pragmatism, who try to dazzle and subject Rama to their will. Sita 
and Lakshmana help to bring Rama back to his senses. But soon 
Rama is seduced by the ogress Surphanaka in the guise of a beautiful 
snake, who tries to arouse his baser instinct. After a short dalliance 
with the temptress, Rama overcomes his infatuation when Sita (true 
love) unmasks Surphanaka (sexual obsession). Lastly, Rama comes 
upon the Power Monster Khara, who manipulates soldiers like 
puppets. Rama is tempted to hold the strings of authoritarianism, but 
his wife and brother help him to restore the balance between desire 
and judgment. Riding the monster machine symbolizing self-serving 
industrialization (which roars like a Hell’s Angels motorcycle), Ravana 
enters with his three tentacles—Wealth, Lust, and Power—and 
unleashes the Golden Deer of Materialism to lure Sita. Sita asks Rama 
and Lakshmana to pursue the deer, exposing her own vulnerability. 
Ravana enters and abducts Sita in his chariot. 

Act 2 opens with Bali and his black monkeys destroying the forest 
to feed Ravana’s monster machine. Sugriwa, his general, Hanuman, 
and the army of good monkeys do battle with Bali. In the fray, Rama 
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saves Sugriwa’s life and wins his friendship. Meanwhile, in Langka, 
Ravana tries to force himself on Sita but the princess repulses his 
advances. Hanuman arrives undetected and Sita hands him her 
wedding necklace to give to Rama as a symbol of her undying love. 
The good monkey brings the necklace to Rama and soon Sugriwa’s 
simian army is building a bridge to Langka for Rama. Rama saves 
Sita, then fights Ravana in hand-to-hand combat. This encounter 
symbolizes the struggle between good and evil in a person as well as 
the battles that a leader today must wage against graft and corruption, 
authoritarianism in government, exploitation of labor, women, and 
children, destruction of the environment, drug trafficking, and the 
abject poverty of the masses—all of which result from a selfish chief’s 
obsession with wealth, lust, and power. After an intense fight, Rama 
slays Ravana (Rama’s own dark side) by gouging out the monster’s 
black heart. In the end, an enlightened Rama ascends the throne, with 
Sita (heart) and Lakshmana (mind) on either side of him. Emptied of 
egotism and ruling with wisdom and compassion, he is transformed 
into a true leader of the people.3    

Following the libretto’s trajectory to create a contemporary work 
that evokes the ASEAN region in content and form, Indonesian 
composer Rahayuh Supanggah, who comes from a family of dalang in 
Java but also does new music, tried to create a contemporary Southeast 
Asian style of music that would be based on tradition but would not be 
bound by it. Supanggah explains: “First thing that came to my mind 
was that the music I would compose should not only be Indonesian 
or Javanese, but more ASEAN because the dancers would be coming 
from many different countries of Southeast Asia. My composition 
is therefore influenced by music from many different ethnic groups 

3	 This synopsis is an augmented version of the one found in the program notes of 2002, 
written by the librettist, who is also the author of this paper. Please see Nicanor 
Tiongson, “The Rule of Rama: From the Bay of Bengal to the Pacific Ocean,” 2002, 
Realizing Rama program brochure.
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or nationalities. My ethnomusicological background helped me very 
much in my work.”4 

In that vein, Supanggah used a whole range of Southeast Asian 
traditional idioms and genres, both vocal and instrumental, which 
were chosen for their abstract and emotive qualities rather than their 
culture-specific content. One of the vocal genres he transformed 
was the kechak, for the monkey scene in the building of the bridge 
to Langka. Among the instruments used were the Philippine gangsa 
and kulintang, Malaysian and Indonesian rebab, Indonesian kechapi 
and gamelan, as well as some instruments he himself invented. 
Interestingly, the textures and tonalities of some of these instruments 
already bespoke common origins or parallel aesthetics. But all were 
transformed in the actual act of composition. Supanggah explains: “I 
treated different instruments different ways. [For example,] the rebab, 
a two-stringed instrument, is considered in Java as the leader of the 
melodic part of the gamelan ensemble, while the rhythmic part is 
led by the kendang or drum. In my composition for Realizing Rama, 
I used the rebab as a rhythmic, not as a melodic, instrument. On the 
other hand, the gong, which usually performs a rhythmic function in 
traditional music, I used for the melodic part. In the sequence called 
Balance 1 [the trio where Rama comes to his senses after the encounter 
with Wealth] I used the rebab and gongs as well as instruments from 
other regions of Indonesia, such as the kechapi of west Java. I also 
added several instruments that I invented, such as the water flute 
and the log xylophone. I also mixed two or three different scales at 
the same time, namely, the slendro and pelog of the gamelan and the 
diatonic scale of western music. This has never been done before in 
Java because it is considered as breaking the law of gamelan music.”5 
In spite of the use of some western elements, the dominant sound and 
feel of the music of Realizing Rama was Southeast Asian. 

4	  “Realizing Rama Lecture Demonstration” (typescript, Japan, 2004), 4.

5	  Ibid.
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Keeping in mind the spirit of the libretto and the music, 
choreographer Denisa Reyes, then artistic director of Ballet Philippines 
whose metier was western classical ballet and modern dance, created 
a dance-drama using a process of “inter-creation” with twenty-
three dance artists from all the ASEAN countries who were chosen 
for their mastery of traditional dances of their respective countries. 
Reyes describes this research-based and participative process: “The 
choreography of Realizing Rama was collectively created through a 
process which might be called ‘artistic inter-creation.’ I encouraged 
the dancers to contribute gestures or movements from their own 
dances which I thought would be appropriate for the main characters 
and for specific scenes in the production. Then together we modified 
or combined these movements to form phrases and units of dance 
expression.”6 

In some cases, the original dance movements were expressive 
enough so that they could be used almost in their original forms, 
with a minimum of revision, editing, or other interventions. Such 
was the case with the final battle between Rama and Ravana, which 
became a showcase of the traditional movements of Malaysian silat, 
or martial arts dance, and Indonesian rakmaman, or giant demon 
dance.7 Rama was played by Malaysian Rudy de Luna, who has 
mastered at least thirty Malaysian dances (especially of Sabah, where 
he comes from). For the encounter with Ravana (where they proceed, 
with swords in hand, from opposite ends of the stage and meet at 
center and clash without touching each other in any way), de Luna 
used the  famous movements of the Malaysian silat, including silat taja 
(breathing from the center to call the spirit force), silat sisip (breathing 
with side movement), kudah-kudah (preparation for defense), pasang 
(open defense), kalung (block defense), sepak (kick attack), sapu (brush 
attack), tumbuk (punch attack), potong (cut attack), and tariknapas 
(breathing for energy). For his part, Sylvester Pamardi, a respected 

6	  Ibid., 5.

7	  Ibid., 6.  
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Javanese dancer and wayang orang performer, combined movements 
of the junjungan (walking with legs moving up, for noble characters 
in the wayang orang), the bapang dance of the rakmaman ogre also 
of the wayang orang (consisting of two movements, namely, the 
simple and the ksatriyan), and the soldier’s song to build up strength 
for fighting, which is also used by the dalang in the wayang kulit. To 
the progressively intensifying music of Supanggah and the quick 
succession of video images depicting problems of ASEAN, the final 
battle, as executed with exacting and exciting precision by de Luna 
and Pamardi,  displayed an energy that was palpable and explosive.8 

To establish the contemporary dance language, Reyes explains 
that dancers had to learn “generic dance movements aimed at 
deconstructing their traditional techniques and discovering a new 
matrix of contemporary dance expression.”9 These contemporary 
dance movements focused on the body, isolating each part of it and 
discovering its dynamics in space and time. Once internalized by 
the dancers, the new matrix  became the frame of reference for all 
movements and served to weave traditional movements into one 
seamless style for all dance numbers. Thus, the first ladies court 
dance harvested movements from the folk and court dances of several 
Southeast Asian countries, among them: the tinchak tilu or three-
step movement of Sundanese dance, the water and bird movements 
in the traditional pang-alay of the Tausog and Badjao in Southern 
Philippines, and the flower, leaf, tree, blossom and half-moon 
movements from Cambodian court dances.10 Some of the movements 
were then magnified or minimized, expanded or abbreviated, and 
blended together within the context  of modern dance expression.

As the choreography picked movements, attitudes, stances from 
tradition, so did Philippine costume designer Salvador Bernal, an 
American-trained professional theater designer who subsequently 

8	  Rudy de Luna and Sylvester Pamardi, interview with the author, 2002.

9	  “Realizing Rama Lecture Demonstration,” 6.  

10	  Ibid.
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was chosen National Artist for Theater Design of the Philippines, draw 
inspiration from the existing costumes for plays and from everyday life in 
Southeast Asia. He says: “For the costumes of Realizing Rama, I carefully 
researched the silhouettes, patterns, materials, textures, colors, decorative 
motifs and accessories of old Rama dance-dramas and the traditional 
dances of Southeast Asia. Then I abstracted these and adapted them to 
suit the demands and aesthetics of contemporary dance.”11 

To illustrate his point, Bernal explained the process of design by 
juxtaposing the traditional costume of the Golden Deer in Myanmar 
Yama-pwe and his adaptation of this same costume for Realizing 
Rama. “The traditional thamin [deer] costume includes a three-fourths 
long pants called bombi with menyotang pattern, a shirt called inggi, a 
belt called kabad, a headdress called tamigongsong, a loincloth called 
tongshi, and footwear called phanat. The costume is highly decorated 
with spangled floral and menyotang motifs. The fabric and pattern 
of the costume is suitable for traditional movements,” which tend to 
be smaller and more intricate. On the other hand, Bernal continues, 
“when I designed the deer costume for our modern production, I had 
to remember that the contemporary idiom of dance calls for fabrics 
which allow free leg and arm movements. The golden deer costume 
in Myanmar, while effective for its traditional dance steps, had to be 
transposed and reworked for a different dance idiom. Realizing Rama 
uses a stretch fabric to facilitate twists and turns and stretches of arms 
and legs.”12 In the same manner, Bernal abstracted and simplified the 
headdresses of monarchs, monsters, and monkeys alike, to make 
them lighter and more suited to dance. 

But there were areas where Bernal and the artistic team felt 
that certain traditions of costuming had to be observed, so as not 
to alienate and confuse audiences accustomed to watching Rama 
plays in ASEAN countries and in order to build on the epistemic 
and expressive values of these traditions. Such was the tradition of 

11	  Ibid., 4.

12	  Ibid., 4–5.
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garbing the three principal heroes in specific colors, namely, Rama 
in green, Sita in red, and Lakshmana in gold. In Realizing Rama, the 
three are wearing jewel-toned versions of green, red, and gold, all 
combined with matching golden brocade panels in front, which were 
pleated to allow for maximum leg extensions and plies. Departing 
from tradition, Ravana is not costumed in green (to show that he 
is organically related to Rama himself) but in black, which in most 
cultures, including those of Southeast Asia, would connote evil or the 
dark side of man. Furthermore, to show his aggressive nature, he was 
provided with several black and silver pennants on his back to evoke 
the deathly battlefield and the fierceness of Chinese opera generals. 

In designing the set, two considerations were equally paramount 
in Bernal’s consciousness: (1) the theme of the production, which is 
Rama’s enlightenment as a leader; and (2) the portability and versatility 
of the set, since the production was initially scheduled to be performed 
in different types of theater in continental and island Southeast Asia, 
and later in  other countries outside the region. Bernal explains: “The 
problem in designing the sets of this production may be phrased this 
way: How does a company transport a set that can unfold to make a 
theatrical statement but at the same time can collapse, fold itself into a 
neat pile that can be put in a crate. The set I designed for Realizing Rama 
is portable and light because it had to travel to different countries. 
The set consists of  moveable and modular platforms and ramps, 
dominated by a stylized lotus that transforms itself into many images 
and creates many meanings, even as it performs many functions.”13 
The choice of the lotus could not have been more felicitous, because it 
encapsulated in one visual metaphor the theme of enlightenment, and 
because it could serve as screen for projections of ASEAN realities at 
the climax of the performance and of different colors underscoring 
different moods. Moreover, working like an inverted umbrella with 
individually practicable limbs, it could collapse the front limbs to 

13	  Ibid., 5.
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form a triangular backdrop for the throne room or reveal a hole on 
the ground for exits and entrances or be the open trap into which Sita 
falls in Langka. It could also be closed completely, opened halfway, or 
collapsed on all sides, all with varying functions and effects. On the 
other hand, the platforms and ramps, which were built by the host 
countries themselves to exact measurements sent ahead by Bernal, 
could be grouped and quickly reconfigured, to evoke mountains, hills, 
rivers, palace corridors, and entrances. 

Given the sparseness of the set, lighting design had to maximize 
its potential in painting with lights the mood of a scene (sadness at 
Rama’s exile, anger at Sita’s confinement, joy at the couple’s reunion), 
focusing on a character or scene of action through gobos, or follow 
spots, and projecting the videography in a clear way so that the images 
are understood but in a manner that does not destroy the mood of a 
scene or detract from the central action and characters. In the scene 
where the monkeys violate the proscenium space to play games with 
the audience, the house lights are turned on to show the monkeys 
interacting with  the audience and catch whatever vignettes arise 
from the scramble and consumption of the bananas thrown into the 
audience space, while at the same time, other monkeys  are playing 
games on stage.  In the end, the lights and smoke machine emphasize 
the theme of purification, with all dancers in white executing tai-chi 
movements  around the three main characters who stand at center 
bathed in smoke and an ethereal light emanating from top and front.

Realizing Rama has been praised for its choreography, its dancing, 
and its many production values. But its most important achievement 
lies in having proven that tradition can be transformed by artists who 
understand and respect it enough to keep it alive, and to revitalize  
and build on it to produce works that speak to a modern audience. 
And this transformation is effected by the invention or evolution of a 
performance style that may well exemplify a contemporary Southeast 
Asian style that works on its own terms and principles, a style that 
is Southeast Asian without being ethnic, and modern without being 
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western. In this production, it is not only Rama who is realized but a 
production style that is uniquely Southeast Asian.

Participating Artists from Southeast Asia

As significant perhaps as the ASEAN production style of Realizing 
Rama was the process of creating it, which has involved several sets of 
dancers from the ten member countries who, after the experience of 
contributing to and learning from the dance production, saw a glimpse 
of what might be called the paradigm for artistic inter-creation in an 
ASEAN community of artists.

Following the guidelines set by the organizing committee, 
each ASEAN member country was asked to contribute at least two 
traditional dancers from their country, except for Indonesia, which 
provided an additional senior artist for the role of Ravana, Thailand, 
which yielded the dancer for the role of Bharatha, and the Philippines, 
which recommended the dancer for the role of Lakshmana. The 
two Brunei Darussalam artists, Seruddin Bin a Damit and Zaharah 
Binti Zainal, as well as their replacements Iswandy Bin Haji Osman 
and Tizah Haja Jamuddin, were traditional folk dancers who were 
veterans of numerous performing arts festivals. The Cambodian pair 
consisted of Khen Vanthy, who had studied national folk dances for 
nine years, and Chankethya Chey, who trained in classical Khmer 
dance and was training to be a choreographer. Vanthy was replaced 
by Chakriya Peo in the 2006 performance. From Indonesia came 
Ria Dewi Fajaria, a prize-winning Sundanese dancer from Bandung, 
who had choreographed many pieces; I Gusti Ngurah Sudibya, who 
researched and performed traditional arts and dances of Bali and 
had done contemporary dance compositions; and Sylvester Pamardi, 
who was a senior performer and instructor in the traditional dance 
theater of Surakarta. Pamardi was replaced in 2001 by Sutarno 
Haryono, a specialist in Javanese dances. Laos sent Saveng Seng A 
Phay, whose specialty was the role of the monkey king in the classical 
Ramayana, and Ladda Phommalath, who like Saveng also trained in 
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classical Ramayana roles in the College of Arts in Cambodia. From 
Malaysia came Abdul Mutalif Bin Abu Bakar and Rudy de Luna, 
who were professional dancers doing both folk dances, including the 
silat martial arts dances, and modern dance.  Myanmar provided two 
young graduates in dramatic arts from the University of Culture in 
Yangon, namely, U Zaw Minoo, an actor and singer, and U Thein Aye, 
who specialized in the Golden Deer role. The two were replaced in 
2006 by Khin Maung Hwe and Than Win Swe. From the Philippines 
came Veronica Severo and Aries Clemeno, whose repertoire included 
modern dance, Southern Philippine dances, and Asian dances; and 
Ronilo Jaynario, Irish Abejero, and Gerald Mercado, all of whom 
trained in both western classical ballet and modern dance. Singapore 
first chose Kuo Jing Hong who trained in ballet and modern dance 
and Meenashky Bhaskar who specialized in Bharatha Natyam and 
Odissi. Kuo was later replaced by a male dancer doing Malay folk 
dances, Fathurrahman Bin Said and D/O V. Krishnan, who also 
specialized in Indian dance. The last two were again replaced by 
Jayanthi D/O Jeyabalan and Lee Yeong Wen. From Thailand were 
Sirilak Songklib who studied gymnastics and traditional Thai dance 
in Thailand and modern dance, mime, and ballet in Canada; and 
Sirithorn Srichalakom and Manop Mejamrat, both of whom studied 
ballet, modern dance, and classical Thai dance. Vietnam sent two 
major dancers from the Viet Nam Opera and Ballet Company, Pham 
Anh Phuong and Nguyen Minh Thong.14  

For their warm-up exercise and for them to understand the 
language of traditional dances of each ASEAN country, the dancers 
were each assigned by the choreographer Denisa Reyes to hold classes 
where they could teach the meanings, movements, and gestures of 
their own country dances to the other members of the production. 
As Thai, Khmer, Javanese, Indian court dances and Brunei, Malay, 
Philippine, Thai, and Sundanese folk dances were being taught, 

14	 The list includes the original dancers of 1998 and their replacements, if any, in 
subsequent performances.
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participants got to understand the styles, techniques, contexts, and 
philosophies behind these dances, and the culture they represented 
as well as the similarities and parallels, differences, and contrasts 
between these dances and their own. When I Gusti Ngurah Sudibya 
handled the class, he taught his fellow dancers the movements he used 
for his role as the monster of Power, which drew from the Balinese 
oleg, legong, baris, topeng, and kabiar duduk dance traditions. Among 
the movements that he taught and, later, used for the scene where he 
manipulates peasants like puppets on strings are the: miles, or turning 
on the ball of one toe to change position from left to right, or vice 
versa; agem kanan rendah, or low standing position on right, and agem 
kanan tinggi, or high standing position on the right; malpal, a kind 
of walk used for puppets, which could be slow or fast; and ulap-ulap, 
used for puppets and denotes looking far at someone approaching.15 

Shooting two birds with one stone, not only was instruction in 
each other’s folk and classical dances perfect for introducing one’s 
culture to other participants, it was also a good way to showcase 
the dances from which the movements and gestures of Realizing 
Rama could be extracted. Aside from Rudy de Luna and Sylvester 
Pamardi, whose contributions have been discussed above, there 
were others who provided effective and appropriate movements that 
were integrated into the modern dance idiom. Kavitha of Singapore, 
whose actuations and attitudes as Kaikeyi were taken from Bharatha 
Natyam vocabulary, provided the hand movements for the statement 
“He, Rama, should not be king. My son should be king,” which is 
composed of the following gestures: “he” (pointing a finger at the 
person), “Rama” (arms denoting “high caste”), “king” (arm pointing 
to the top above the head), “no” (two arms in a simultaneous outward 
gesture of rejection), “my son” (one hand denoting a small child), 
“should be” (right fist pounding on left palm), “king” (as above). All 
these gestures are accompanied by frenetic and emphatic movements 

15	  I Gusti Ngurah Sudibya, interview with the author, 2002.
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of the two feet. She also used Kuchipudi techniques, such as feet 
dribbling with shoulders undulating and hands flailing about to show 
violent disapproval.16  

For her role as the sensual ogress Surphanaka, Ria Dewi Fajaria 
assembled a series of Sundanese movements, including the three-
step bukaan for the beginning; the lontang, or opening and turning 
movement from the topeng mask dance; the ukel basic dance 
movement; the  ileg, which denotes looking for something with head 
and neck; the jedak, or movements from the shoulder while exhaling 
to make the breasts bigger; and goyang, or circular movements of 
gyrating hips to make the vagina tight. These movements were in 
complete synch with the music and the image of the snake, which 
arouses Rama’s sexuality.17  

In dancing the role of Sita, Sirilak Songklib used the daen 
technique of walking in general and specific techniques for special 
scenes. For the wedding scene, she employed the aie movements 
traditionally used when boy meets a girl in the khon, lakhon, and folk 
dance traditions; the chaidchin, or basic position, also called maebot 
in Thai classical dance; and three kinds of classical steps, including 
mime for storytelling, basic dance movements for slow song (for 
body and hand) and fast song (for feet), and special song movements 
(used for classical scenes of king traveling, flying angel, and going to 
war). For the scene where she laments her imprisonment in Ravana’s 
palace, she chose ronghai classical movements denoting crying and 
sadness while sitting alone.18 

For Hanuman, Saveng’s movements were all derived from 
classical khon movements of the Monkey Hanuman, namely: nop, or 
praying movement for monkey while standing, which he used for the 
scenes of Hanuman walking to Langka, pointing to Langka to build 
a bridge, and walking with Rama to Langka; ci, which is the pointing 

16	  Kavitha D/O Krishnan, interview with the author, 2002.

17	  Ria Dewi Fajaria, interview with the author, 2002.

18	  Sirilak Songklib, interview with the author, 2002.
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gesture for the monkey; nyang maudoc, which is monkey walking with 
one hand; nyang song mau, which is monkey walking with two hands; 
and nyang gi, which is monkey walking with two hands, one of which 
is on top of the head. To blend with the modern style, Saveng was 
asked to expand all his movements.19  

U Thein Aye created a memorable role as Golden Deer with the 
following deer movements from the Yama-pwe of Myanmar but 
executed in bigger movements: thamin pye, or deer running; thamin 
hle, or deer turns neck; thamin chipo, or deer kicks, with variation of 
pair of legs kicking simultaneously called tchesopyid; thamin paknom 
hlo, or deer shaking shoulder, which is done to attract Sita; and thamin 
khone, or deer jumps. Interestingly, all deer movements were executed 
close to the floor, often on knees with lower legs turned up. In 
Realizing Rama, the dancer was given a small golden umbrella as prop, 
to match the bigger black umbrellas twirled to represent the wheels 
of Ravana’s monster machine. The traditional Burmese golden deer 
movements were so expressive that they were not changed anymore 
but merely magnified or exaggerated for the modern dance idiom and 
large audiences. Nevertheless, some modern movements were added 
for variation and expression, like the jump-while-turning, circling 
around on one thigh, standing and wiggling, and deer being carried in 
on the shoulder of another dancer from where it jumps to the stage.20  

But to intensify and weave together these traditional movements, 
the dancers all took lessons in the modern dance idiom. Abstracting 
traditional movements, the choreography of Realizing Rama was both 
narrative and expressive. In contrast to traditional dances, which 
were governed by strict and ancient rules, this contemporary style 
gave dancers freedom to articulate specific emotions and to break 
all conventions, if necessary, to discover novel ways of depicting 
tenderness, joy, anger, and sorrow. This modern style was completely 

19	  Saveng Seng A Phay, interview with the author, 2002.

20	  U Thein Aye, interview with the author, 2002.
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new to most of the traditional dancers, and immersion in it opened 
a whole new philosophy of performance for them, challenging their 
powers of creation and drawing their attention to their own potential 
for affirming their visions and tastes as individual artists. Through the 
techniques of modern dance, they were learning how it is to speak out 
through movements unfettered by rigid  masters and authoritarian 
traditions, in order to compose a dance piece communicating novel 
ideas, not merely replicating hoary messages of an ancient morality 
tale. They were learning to be free, like the birds in the sky. Not 
surprisingly, this new style of dance and philosophy of dance they 
brought back with them to their own countries after the tours and 
eagerly taught to their students, thus widening the vocabulary of 
bodily expression and philosophy of dance in their schools and in 
their countries as a whole.  

And as they learned from each other, danced together, travelled 
together, and saw new countries  together, they got to appreciate 
cultures other than their own, influenced by different religions 
(Buddhist, Muslim, Christian) and run by governments which ranged 
from liberal democracies dominated by certain elites to totalitarian 
regimes under strongmen-rule. As they widened their horizons and 
tastes, they also forged sincere, if short-lived, friendships. To them, 
ASEAN ceased to be an artificial and distant concept and became 
flesh and blood in the dancers they got to know personally and closely. 
All the dancers who were interviewed during the second tour were 
one in saying: (1) that they learned so much from the classes in ballet, 
modern dance, and traditional dances of each country; (2) that they 
appreciated the way Realizing Rama blended the traditional and the 
modern in a style that appealed to contemporary audiences; (3) that 
the production taught them not only a new style of dancing but new 
and professional techniques and styles in costume design, set design, 
makeup, lighting design, videography, and stage management; (4) that 
they have gone back to their own countries and eagerly used what 
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they learned not only in their classes but also in their choreographies 
and other theater productions; (5) that the friendships that they 
formed with one another made them feel like family and made them 
understand what their neighboring countries were like; and (6) the 
same process of creating Realizing Rama should be replicated in all 
their countries.21   

Sirithorn Srichalakom summarizes these points succinctly: 

“I learned so many things from Realizing Rama. I got to 
understand how to interpret and present classical literature in 
a modern production. I learned different styles of dance, both 
modern and traditional. I exchanged ideas about choreography 
with other dancers, as most members of the group are 
choreographers. I learned from how Realizing Rama was first 
choreographed in 1998, and saw how it changed and developed 
later and for what reason or inspiration. But the most important 
thing that I learned from this is the process of making a 
production. As they say, working on something is the best way to 
learn. I learned how to work with people with different cultures, 
languages, lifestyles, and backgrounds in work and dance. To be 
part of the group I learned how to adjust and listen, to be patient, 
to know and understand each other as well as how to conserve 
energy and concentration to come up with the best performance 
each time. I now know how to manage a touring production 
which is very useful to me today.

As a teacher, I now use and teach  the different styles of dance 
that I got from my classes during the production. As I learned and 
danced them myself, I know how to explain them to my students 
and can show them clearly how different these dances  are from 
each other. I also tell my students that, to be a dancer nowadays, 
they have to know everything, not just traditional or modern but 

21	  From the author’s interviews with the twenty-three dancers, in 2002.
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both. As choreographer and dancer, I use the system of class and 
training I got from the production with my own dancers.

I loved being part of the Realizing Rama project because 
everything I got from it proved to be very useful in my life. I 
got a lot of good friends with whom I could exchange ideas 
and knowledge, and with whom I could share good memories. 
Realizing Rama is a great chance in my life that brought me to 
others.22 

For these chosen few, Realizing Rama opened many doors. It 
introduced them to each other’s cultures, making them comprehend 
their similarities and respect their differences. It taught them a new 
philosophy of dance and a contemporary style of dance production 
which expanded their range of expression and enriched their own 
performances at home. It showed them the necessity of tradition as a 
source of inspiration, but also the need to transform  or transcend  it 
through judicious innovation. Finally, it involved them in a production 
that gave an insight into what directions ASEAN arts might take and 
what kind of artistic community and process might prove viable in 
ASEAN countries.

AUDIENCE RESPONSE IN AND OUTSIDE ASEAN

Realizing Rama was praised by viewers and critics for three main 
reasons. First, many critics lauded the contemporization of the 2,000-
year old epic for audiences of the new millennium. As Chua Soo Pong of 
Business Times in Singapore said, “Realizing Rama was a good example 
of how an ancient text could be updated and reinterpreted to a modern 
audience.”23 Explaining the relevance of such an interpretation, Shuba 
Srikanth of the Sunday Herald in India observed that: “While it is true 

22	  Sirithorn Srichalakom, interview with the author, 2002.

23	  Chua Soo Pong, “Adding a Fresh Twist to an Old Tale,” Business Times, 30 September 
1999.
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that the ballet is a narration of the Ramayana, beneath this seemingly 
simplistic storytelling is a very secular statement which bears 
significant relevance to the socio-political tidings of the day. The 
trials of Rama are an allegory for the ordeals of an Asian leader, as he 
confronts the evils present in a third-world developing nation.”24 The 
same observation is echoed by informal feedback from Europeans in 
Brussels. 

It must be noted, however, that such appreciation for the 
revitalization of the Ramayana with contemporary messages came 
mainly from countries like India, Singapore, the Philippines, 
and Europe which had seen many classical works imaginatively 
transformed for contemporary audiences. In other ASEAN 
countries, however, audience feedback (based on post-performance 
questionnaires in continental ASEAN countries) hardly noted the 
problems of ASEAN that Realizing Rama was alluding to and the need 
for self-less leadership to solve those problems. To these audiences, 
the production was captivating enough and simply  as a “modern” 
re-telling of the Rama story, with stunning production values. In 
countries unfamiliar with the Rama story like Korea and China, 
reception of the performance did not seem to be as enthusiastic.

For the most part, therefore, Realizing Rama was praised for its 
excellent production values within and outside ASEAN, such as the 
dramatic choreography of Denisa Reyes, which built on the strengths 
and skills of the dancers from the ten ASEAN countries. Tishani 
Doshi  noted: “Dancers from ten different countries came together 
under the brilliant choreographic skills of Denisa Reyes and presented 
a familiar story in an innovative, stunning way, with a variety of styles 
and techniques.”25 Similarly, singled out by almost all reviewers were 
the costumes designed and executed by Salvador Bernal, which, 
according to Jamaluddin Jalil of Singapore Straits Times, “were richly 

24	  Shuba Srikanth, “Ram to the Rescue,” The Sunday Herald, 24 November 2002.

25	  Tishani Doshi, “Realizing Rama, An Experience in Transformation,” Starweek, 1 
December 2002, 5.   
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hued and textured and grand in scale,” while the set, according to the 
same critic, was a “versatile piece which variously became a throne 
setting, a chariot or a different country.”26 Of the many scenes in the 
production, three consistently got favorable notice from  different 
critics: the monkey scene, which was charming, gentle, and  comic; 
the battle scene between Rama and Ravana, which was powerful and 
dramatic; and the final scene of enlightenment, which was pure and 
beatific.27 

But while the majority of audiences from all the ASEAN countries 
consistently and overwhelmingly lauded the above-mentioned 
production aspects, a few masters of one ASEAN country, who were 
steeped in the classical traditions of Rama dance dramas and who had 
trained some of the Realizing Rama dancers, expressed their discomfort 
with the way traditional movements were combined or exaggerated 
or “inappropriately” used. In another country with a similar classical 
tradition, another master, who was a famous Rama performer in his 
time, criticized one movement in the choreography when, in the travel 
through the forest, Rama and Lakshmana bent forward beside each 
other at a 90-degree angle, so that Sita could ride on their backs as 
the brothers moved like beasts of burden gingerly picking their way 
through the undergrowth. To this master, Rama is a hero with divine 
attributes. Making him move like an animal was unthinkable. Clearly, 
to an older conservative generation reared in classical Rama plays, 
contemporization of the Rama story was not desirable. 

Finally, Realizing Rama was credited with having evolved a 
production style that is particularly Southeast Asian, and proudly 
Asian. As Chua Soo Pong noted: “The audience was greeted with 
textures, motifs and colors that were Southeast Asia. Shadow play, 
bamboo dance,  and chorus singing all played a part [to evoke Southeast 

26	 Jamaluddin Jalil, “Disparate Cultures Unite in their Art,” Singapore Straits Times, 30 
September 1999, 11.

27	 V. R. Devika, “Rama as People’s Leader,” The Hindu,  8 November 2002; Aditi 
De, “Rendezvous with Rama,” The Hindu, 18 November 2002; and Geeta Doctor, 
“Reinterpreting an Epic,” The Hindu, 24 November 2002.
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Asia].”28 Meanwhile, Tishani Doshi observed: “In producing a 
contemporary style that is undeniably Asian, Realizing Rama also 
proved that Asia could be modern without being western. . . . As 
Asian countries, we are rich with concepts, we have histories and 
stories which can provide enough material for our understanding.”29 
In short, as Today put it: “Realizing Rama is one intelligent theatrical 
masterpiece that strikes at the heart of our being Asian.”30

Central to the evolution of that production style was the process 
of “inter-creation” where the choreographer, acting no longer as 
absolute  authoritarian master but as a senior-but-fellow artist, 
molded the piece into shape in an organic collaboration with ASEAN 
artists,  who provided the principal images and movements that 
were transformed into a contemporary dance production. To this 
writer, this process of inter-creation and its underlying philosophy of 
equality among artists and cultures constitute the most substantial 
achievement of this dance production because it opened the dancers’ 
minds to the possibility of artistic expression that is not dictated by a 
god-like authoritarian master before whom one must kneel and bow 
and do as bidden (whether by verbal or physical coercion). And the 
feedback of the artists in the production seem to echo this valuation, 
although it is impossible to know if they actually observed this type of 
creative process in their long-term artistic practice. Just the same, it is 
heartening to believe that this process of inter-creation, which birthed 
Realizing Rama, might well provide the paradigm and the impetus for 
the leaders of ASEAN to  cooperate in building  a regional identity 
that will redound to the benefit of their respective peoples.

In ending, the significance of this project was eloquently 
summarized by Doreen Yu of Philippine Starweek: “Realizing Rama 
is the biggest project undertaken by the ASEAN COCI so far in the 
association’s 35-year history. It is also the most wide-reaching and 

28	  Chua, “Adding a Fresh Twist,” 27.

29	  Doshi, “Realizing Rama,” 13.

30	  Carmelo, “Televised Theater.”
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collaborative, the most meaningful for the nations in this dynamic 
and troubled region. Rama’s quest for enlightened leadership is 
the region’s quest for enlightened nationhood, and just as Rama’s 
leadership is realized, so too is a uniquely ASEAN vision realized 
in this magnificent production.”31 What remains to be done is the 
realization of that same vision—and of Rama in the actual governance 
of the peoples of ASEAN. 
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