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In Australia, one woman a week is killed on
average by an intimate partner. In South Asia
and the diaspora, the prevalence of lifetime
intimate partner violence is 35% higher than the
global average. The reasons for both conditions
are complex and include a combination of socio-
economic structures, patriarchal attitudes, and
prevalent social norms that define gender roles.
In NAYIKA: A Dancing Girl, we illuminate the
interiority of these female lives: lives that endure,
resist and occasionally survive the unthinkable.
At the intersection of text, movement and music,

we paint a layered picture of the full-blooded
complexity of Brown femininity.

NAYIKA traces the journey of a protagonist
who re-claims the autonomy of her story: re-
assembling herself through language and
movement, with the help of her Sakhi, a female
friend. We have deliberately broken away

from the theatrical traditions of a Western

play and used the dramaturgical structure of

a Varnam instead, the piéce de résistance of a
Bharatanatyam recital, as the blueprint through



which to tell this story. Even though ostensibly

a memory play, it’'s constantly punctured by the
entanglement of memory, myth and realism.
Evoking exquitise details of place, the designers,
musicians and performer map the landscape of
Chennai onto the psyche of our

heroine’s memories.

NAYIKA marks the mainstage debut of more
than 50% of this intersectional creative team. As
a rehearsal room, we were interested in alternate
dramaturgies - employing conceptual, structural
and formal tactics to tell familiar stories anew. It
is imperative that the canon of what constitutes
theatre in Australia expands and it is our hope
that NAYIKA elasticises those edges.

For a work like this to have artistic integrity,

the process has to mirror the outcome. It has
been an absolute honour to make this work
with Liv Satchell, a feminist theatremaker and

a dear friend whose craft | respect so deeply.
We have remained alive to every offer in the
room and met the conversation where it’s at as
we’ve encountered this story over the last four
years as an ensemble through a lens that is both

culturally specific and universally resonant.

We started working on NAY/KA during the
harshest lockdowns in our lifetime. This means
many women globally were locked down with
their perpetrators, often without reprieve, for
months on end. Violence against women is a
shadow pandemic. There is a lot at stake when
survivors speak their truth, and women do this
at great danger to themselves. Believe them. |
urge us all to try and understand how we are
conditioned by culture and how, perhaps, we can
in turn condition culture to strive for safer and
more equitable worlds. A famous Bharatanatyam
dancer, Mavin Khoo, once spoke of the Varnam
as ‘an arc of hope’. In the end, NAYIKA is our
collective effort toward an arc of hope: one that
honours the ordinary extraordinary.
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This project began when | received a book in
the mail. It was Meena Kandasamy’s When /

Hit You: Or, A Portrait of The Writer as a Young
Wife, which is a fictionalised account of intimate
partner violence and the narrator’s fight to
escape it. My dear friend Nithya wanted to
know if I'd consider reading it with a possible
solo dance-theatre work adaptation in mind, a
springboard for mapping the globally endemic
failure to guarantee women’s safety and
autonomy. | had just made it home from a
residency with Odin Teatret in rural Denmark,
landing in Melbourne’s first lockdown with 40
minutes to spare before the mandatory fortnight
guarantine came into effect. | had time to read.

Just over four years later, what we are sharing
with you has travelled further than any of us
could have ever imagined. Importantly, we have
moved away from Kandasamy’s text to focus
directly on survivor testimony, fictionalising a set
of real events that straddle Chennai and Sydney.
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We have deliberately chosen not to disclose the
identity behind this testimony because this story
is happening everywhere, all the time, and the
specificity of this one account stands in for every
single woman who survives (and makes some
small gesture towards the unspeakable loss of
those who do not). We want to paint a picture in
the most vivid colours available to us of what is
at stake when we compress even one single life

- its past and future, its incredible pain and joy -
into a headline or statistic. We want to return the
body to this story of violence and resistance. We
want to be kept on the hook.

It has been the honour of my lifetime to make
this work with this exceptional team. What you
see before you on stage tonight is the fullest and
most generous expression of their humanity and
artistry. Deep and abiding thanks to Belvoir for
inviting us to tell this story, to you for joining us,
and to Nithya for putting a book in the mail.



Shanti Raman (Professor, Senior Clinical Adviser -
Child and Family Health and Community Elder)

Exploring the searing issue of intimate partner
or gender-based violence, especially involving
an ethno-cultural group, is challenging at the
best of times. The figures are grim, here in
Australia, one woman a week is killed on average
by an intimate partner. In South Asia and the
diaspora, the prevalence of intimate partner
violence is significantly higher. But art- and the
performing arts in particular- as they occur in a
shared space- with or without explicit messages,
create community. And therefore, provides a
safe space to explore this issue in a culturally
congruent manner. As Brecht famously said,

“art is not a mirror held up to reality, but a
hammer to shape it.” NAYIKA: A Dancing

Girl- does just that, by exploring and giving
shape to the issue of intimate partner violence,
then allowing the protagonist to triumphantly
transcend the pain and suffering and emerge
victorious. A new Nayika (heroine) is born.

Using text, movement and music beautifully
interwoven, NAYIKA traces the journey of a
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protagonist who re-claims the autonomy of

her story. The story of a young South Asian
woman, who arriving in Chennai as a teenager
to pursue her passion for Bharatanatyam- is
also discovering the flowering of her sexuality
and realising her artistic potential. The details
of the budding romance that then progresses
into a harrowing pattern of coercive control
and male violence is vividly recreated, using the
artistic and (to a South Asian audience) familiar
metaphors of Bharatanatyam and Natyashashtra.

But NAYIKA: A Dancing Girl is much more than
just an exploration of a social evil. It is not a
sermon. It is ART! Terrific performances by

the dancer/actor Helpmann Award-winning
Vaishnavi Suryaprakash, and live music by
Bhairavi Raman (violin) and Marco Cher-Gibard
(soundscape, various). Created and directed by
Nithya Nagarajan and Liv Satchell, this exquisite
performance celebrates the full-blooded
complexity and beauty of Brown femininity. We
need more of our stories-today’s stories, to be
told in this way.

Go and experience it!



- th‘_ya Nagaraj

Vaishnavi Saryaprakash
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In the time that we have spent making Nayika: A The way we are talking about this violence, the
Dancing Girl, our world has undergone profound way we are legislating against it, the way we

change. Living in this radically shifting landscape, are listening to those who manage to survive it
we have been dismayed to witness our work - none of our current systems are functioning to

become only more relevant with each
passing day.

Violence is being perpetrated on so many
different and simultaneous scales right now -
locally, regionally, nationally, globally - and we
are being driven to choose which ones we care
about, Part of this is self-preservation - we can
only hold so much profound loss. Part of this is
conditioned by who we are and where we live,
which stories are prioritised by our politicians
and which are left untold by our media.

In all these stories, women and children are
disproportionately the victims, and there is
a direct connection between male violence,
domination and control.

stop the onslaught.

We need to imagine new futures if we are ever
going to stem the tide. We need to listen to
survivors. We need to believe them. We need to
hold space for people to speak truth to power,
how and when they are able.

Nayika is our clarion call for this ordinary utopia -
we hope that by sitting together and witnessing
one woman reclaiming self-sovereignty, we will
reflect on how we can each enact it in our

own lives.

We write in solidarity and toward liberation.



Thank you for joining us for the performance of Nayika -
A Dancing Girl. We appreaciate that some patrons may
need some support or information after the performance.
Please see below for English and Tamil resources.

According to the Federal government Status of Women in
2024 Report Card, one in five women in Australia have
experienced sexual violence since the age of 15.

27 womehn have been reported killed so far this year
(2024), in Australia with men alleged to have been in-
volved in their deaths.

If you or someone you know needs information or support,
these organisations are there to help:

1800 Respect national helpline 1800 737 732
Full Stop Australia 1800 385 578

Women’s Crisis Line 1800 811 811

Men’s Referral Service 1300 766 491

13 YARN 13 92 76

Lifeline (24 hour crisis line) 131114

NSW Domestic Violence Line 1800 656 463
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BELVOIR ST
THEATRE

2024 SEASON

12-28 Jun

TIDDAS

The comedy smash of the Brisbane Festival,
for a three-week Sydney season.

1Feb - 3 Mar

TINY BEAUTIFUL
THINGS

A tiny, beautiful, and life-affirming play based on
the book by Cheryl Strayed.

HOLDING THE MAN ™

The love story which defined a generation, and a classic
of the Australian stage, in a brand new production.

25 Apr - 19 May

LOSE T0 WIN

An extraordinary journey from South Sudan to the Belvoir stage.

30 Apr - 19 Mo
NAYIKA aomncincom

Avirtuosic solo performance mixing storytelling,
live music, and Bharatanatyam dance.

25 May-16 Jun

NEVER CLOSER

An astonishing debut play in a production direct from
our Downstairs Theatre.

28 Jun - 21Jul

COUNTING AND
CRACKING

The internationally-acclaimed epic returns to Sydney,
this time at Carriageworks.

THE CURIOUS
INCIDENT OF THE DOG
IN THE NIGHT-TIME

The hit adaptation of the hit book in a brand new,
very Belvoir production.

WELLBEHAVED
mngtEc!bmtin the women who refused to behave.
AUGUST:

OSAGE COUNTY

One of the monumental plays of the 21st century,
up close and personal.

17 Aug - 22 Sep

28Sep- 3 Nov

9 Nov-15Dec

BELVOIR.COM.AU
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alphabet . al'llhem. 9 development@belvoir.com.au

or call 02 8396 6250




BELVOIR SUPPORTERS

We are deeply grateful to our community for supporting us through the good
times and the bad. From game-changing gifts to topping up your ticket purchase
price, your faith in us has made all the difference. Thank you.

Learn more about supporting Belvoir at belvoir.com.au/support
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