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work of renowned Manipuri dancer Nayana Jhaveri, the project
a culmination of decades of meticulous archiving by the family

The four sisters
with Guru
Atomba Singh,
Imphal, 1956

Darshana and Nayana Jhaveri with Pandit Nehru, Bombay, 1960s.

SUCHETA CHAKRABORTY

THEY were always very careful to
build albums. At that time, itwas just
those big black paper photo albums,
but after every tour, they'd make
scrapbooks. Whoever came home
just to meet them, would have to sit
atthe coffee table where the albums
were keptand see them. The sisters’
whole world was justdance. They put
in a lot of effort to devise systems,
however homemade, and were con-
sistently organised,” Angana Jhaveri
tells us over the phone from Goa. An-
gana had originally begun compiling
a book on her mother, renowned
Manipuri exponent Nayana Jhaveri,
the eldest of the celebrated Jhaveri
sisters, as away of commemorating
her birth centenary coming up in
2027.Butaserendipitous meetingin
Goa with photographer, filmmaker
and author Alakananda Nag who
runs Archival Matter, an initiative
focused on discovering history be-
yond the history books, opened up
discussions about larger and more
enduring possibilities around the
Jhaveri legacy. The two are pres-
ently working on “Nayana Jhaveri:
A Life in Lasya’, a multi-sensory

exhibition that will be on display
at the Goa Open Arts Festival next
month (February 23-28), and then
become part of the Nayana Jhaveri
archive. “The collaboration became
anew window into the importance
of archiving,” admits Angana.

“We don’t have the culture of
archiving and preserving so I was
stunned when Angana brought some
of the stuff to showme,” Nag shares,
recalling seeing photographs from
the sisters’ tours, letters and scrap-
books meticulously filled with cut
outs of articles and announcements
innewspapers. “Before we met, An-
ganawas really involved in the writ-
ing of the book, but our association
broughtattention to the fact thatthe
actof remembering canbe so much
more,” she says. The exhibition will
showcase photographs, letters, au-
dio recordings and ephemera that
will bring their large performa-
tive lives to the fore. There is also
a 10-minute film made by Angana
capturing a conversation between
Darshana and Suverna Jhaveri that
will ground the exhibit while Anga-
na’s niece has written the text that
will guide viewers through it. “While
Archival Matter is curating it, we are
alsoworking closely with the family
since a lot of personal recollections
are involved,” says Nag. “We had to
be cognisant of and sensitive to the
factthatthisisanimportantstory for
Anganasinceitis about her mother.
At the same time, our involvement
would bring in objectivity.” “There is
ahuge responsibility while working
with an archive,” she adds. “You are
almost always working on people
who are not there anymore. So one
has to tread avery fine line between
being true to the subject and family,
while also being true to the intent

Nayana Jhaveri's practice and life
represented ‘Lasya; the feminine
style in the Manipuri form whichis
graceful and lyrical, an aspect that
will be reflected in the exhibition. PICS
COURTESY/JHAVERI SISTERS ARCHIVE

of telling the story the way it needs
to be told”

“Lasya” referring to the feminine
style in the Manipuri form, whichis
graceful and lyrical as opposed to the
vigorous and masculine “Tandava’, is
what Nayana Jhaveri’s practice and
life represented, and hence, the ex-
hibition will also be a reflection of
that Lasya, taking on a meditative
aspect. Nag shares that the exhibi-
tion will also focus on the context
of the Manipuri dance form itself,
whichis different from other classi-
cal styles in that it is an indigenous
dance form absorbed in remarkably
subtle and delicate movements and
sensibilities and designed to evoke
spiritual awakening in the dancers as
wellas the viewers. Key influences in
NayanaJhaveri’s life like Guru Bipin
Singh who started training the sis-
tersin the 1940s, and progressive and
supportive family members which
included father Navnitlal Jhaveri
who was passionate about the arts,
keen to have his daughters experi-
ence and learn every possible skill
and husband Sushil who became
the driving force behind the Jhav-

Padma Shriand Sangeet Natak Akademi awardee Darshana Jhaveri speaks of Guru
Bipin Singh's farsightedness that led themto collect and record oral traditions from
Manipur, Cachar, Tripura and other regions and correlate them with Vaishnavite
and Indian texts on dance and music. “We knew we had to meet various gurus,
learnand record the oral traditions because the gurus would die and with them all
these treasure troves of knowledge would be wiped out.” PIC/ SAMEER MARKANDE

eris’ extensive study of the form will
be reflected on. She was also deeply
influenced by Gandhi in her forma-
tive years. “We’ve had [the Gujarati
sections of] her diary translated,” Nag
tells us. “The family was planning a
holiday to Mahabaleshwar and as a
16-year-old she wrote “I had half a
mind not to come to Mahabalesh-
war... because in that time Gandhiji
was very seriously ill! That was the
kind of feeling she had for this men-
torwho she had neverreally met. She
would also spin the charkhaasadaily
practice. She had really internalised
his teachings.”

“I read a diary entry from 1944
before my mom met my dad and
she writes that she can never just
be a wife. She was searching for a
vocation and a partner who would
share her ideals. Towards the end
of thatdiary, she decides she would
dance. So, it was a partnership,”’
Angana tells us. “It was my father
who insisted that they go back to
Manipur to study the tradition,
the tenets, the classicism, the cod-
ification, the rhythm systems and
create a high-level classical dance
repertoire for the stage. Nobody else
had done that for Manipuri” Angana
who along with Ranjana Jhaveri’s
daughter Lalanawere trained tojoin
the sisters, even touring Europe and
Africawith them, has “amixed bag”
of memories from those years. “I
was still in mylate teens, and grow-
ing up with themwas incredibly en-
riching because of the kinds of peo-
ple thatwould come into our home.
Musicians have come and played
concerts, and theywere surrounded
with all these poets and artists and
painters and artisans from all over
the country. Travelling as a dance
company meant we would meet
ballet dancers and artistes from
everywhere, travelling to places
like Paris and Zambia to represent
the country. We learnt the ins and
outs of performing, undergoing
quick costume changes, helping

and supporting each other, and then
getting involved with the technical
aspects like lighting and staging.”
There were also intergenerational
conflicts, she laughs. “The sisters
are Gujarati Jains and followed a
very strict diet because their gen-
eration grew up eating simple re-
gional home food. They never went
torestaurants. Butwhen Lalanaand
I started travelling with them, we
wanted to explore. So those kinds
of things would come up. But the
tours were so tightly scheduled that
there was no time for anything else.”

Angana also credits her aunt
Darshana, the youngest of the four
sisters, for the unwitting presence
of what is now a very rich family
archive. “I don’t know if she even
had that word ‘archiving’ on her
mind, but she doesn’t throw any-
thing away. I now realise the value
of it,” she says. A Padma Shri and
Sangeet Natak Akademi awardee
who still performs occasionally,
Darshana Jhaveri, now 84, tells us
of how the need to collectand docu-
mentwhat may otherwise passinto
oblivionwas inculcated in the early
years of their training. It was their
guru’s farsightedness thatled them
to collect and record the oral tradi-
tions from Manipur, Cachar, Tripura
and otherregions and correlate the
oral tradition with Vaishnavite and
Indian texts on dance and music.
“Back in the day there was no cul-
ture of audio recordings and there
was nothing written down either.
We knew we had to meet various
gurus, learn and record the oral
traditions because the gurus would
die and with them all these treasure
troves of knowledge would be wiped
out. Wewould call them and record
and there are now over a hundred
cassettes and 150 hours’ worth of
recordings. All the gurus are now
gone. This collection of oral tradi-
tion is very valuable”
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