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Honoured Guests 

•Ms Manika Jain, Consul General of India in 
Victoria 

•Professor Cat Hope, Head of the Sir Zelman 
Cowen School of Music (Monash University) 


•Professor Peter Howard, Deputy Dean, 
Faculty of Arts (Monash University) 

•Dr Reis Flora, Ethnomusicologist of India and 
former Senior Lecturer in the Sir Zelman Cowen 
School of Music (Monash University)


•Mr Mohit Pandit and The 4th Dimension, 
Music and Dance performers


•Emeritus Professor David Walker, FASSA, 
FAHA, (Deakin University) 

•Ms Tara Rajkumar OAM, Mohiniyattam and 
Kathakali artist, dancer and choreographer


•Ms Mary Louise Lightfoot, niece of Louise 
Lightfoot and author 

•Dr Amit Sarwal, (Deakin University), Founding 
Convenor of Australia-India Interdisciplinary 
Research Network, author of Louise Lightfoot: 
In Search of India
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Program 
6.00pm: Welcome by MC – Professor 
Margaret Kartomi 
6.05pm: Opening Dance - The 4th 
Dimension 
6.10pm: Introduction to Ms Manika Jain by 
Professor Peter Howard 
 	   Book launch by Ms Manika 

Jain 
6.20pm: Music Performance - Mohit Pandit 
6.25pm: Panel discussion on Louise 
Lightfoot and her engagement with Indian 
Dance and Music. 

Moderator: 

Professor Margaret Kartomi 
Panelists: 
Professor Emeritus David Walker  
Ms Tara Rajkumar  
Dr Amit Sarwal  
Ms Mary Louise Lightfoot  

6.50pm: Launch of the Exhibition by 
Professor Cat Hope 
6:55pm: Closing Dance Performance - The 
4th Dimension 
7.00pm: Refreshments. Browse the 
Exhibition 
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Louise Lightfoot (1902-1979) was 
a remarkable person, even when 
young. The first woman in 
Melbourne to graduate in 
architecture, she worked as an 
apprentice, then a qualified 
architect with Walter Burley Griffin 
and Marion Mahony Griffin.  

Her first experience of Indian 
dance was in Paris when she saw 
a performance of the famous Uday 
Shankar’s troupe, but her real 
introduction to India came when 
she made a visit in 1938. For 
several years, her Indian teachers 
taught her their art and related 
cultural and religious beliefs. She 
was the first Western student of 
the South Indian dance, Kathakali, 
and became an artist herself with a 
quest to promote the art and 
technique of other artists in India, 
Australia and elsewhere.  

Promoting Indian dance involved 
very demanding and practical 
elements including planning 
programs, organising performance 
venues and travel arrangements of 
artists. In her project of cultural 
translation, she saw the need to 
adapt Indian dance forms for 
Western audiences. Unusual for an 
Australian in the 1930s and 1940s, 
she saw the need for her 
compatriots to know and engage 
with their neighbours on a basis of 
equality, commenting “we are so 
close to India here, [but] we know 
comparatively nothing of the art of 
this great ancient land…” 

During the turbulent 1940s and 
1950s, she looked ahead to a 
better world after the war where 
cultural exchange could promote 
international good will and 
understanding.  

A very strange thing happened to me when we 
neared the shore of India… I had the feeling of 

being “home at last” 
Louise Lightfoot, 1938

About Louise Lightfoot in Search of India 
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About the Book 
 
Today, Indian dance in Australia is represented 

by professional dance artists, companies, 

schools, and amateur community groups. 

They have, over the years, performed both 

traditional classical works as well as 

Bollywood pieces, and participated in various 

dance and cultural festivals organised 

throughout Australia. Louise Lightfoot, an 

Australian architect turned ballet teacher, is 

credited with successfully promoting a range 

of Indian classical dance forms.  

Lightfoot as a dedicated impresario for 

Ananda Shivaram, Rajkumar Priyagopal Singh, 

and Ibetombi Devi, urged Australian audiences 

not to see Indian dance as just an ancient, 

mysterious, and spiritual art form, but try to 

truly understand the value of this complex art 

of Indian dance and culture in order to 

strengthen cultural bonds. This book brings 

together Lightfoot’s thirty-three essays, 

reflecting her broader worldview as a dancer, 

choreographer, and impresario. 

Ananda Shivaram and Louise 
Lightfoot on ship, photograph from the 
Louise Lightfoot Collection (1940s)

Ananda Shivaram and Janaki Devi in 
costume, photograph from the Louise 
Lightfoot Collection
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Amit Sarwal is an Affiliate Member at 

CHRG, Deakin University, Australia. He is 

also the Founding Convenor of the 

Australia-India Interdisciplinary Research 

Network and a Producer with SBS Radio 

Hindi. He was an Honorary Associate 

Professor (Visiting) of RMIT University, 

Australia, an Endeavour Asia Fellow at 

Monash University, Australia, and 

Assistant Professor of English at the 

University of Delhi, India.  

His research papers on Indian dance 

have appeared in prominent journals 

such as Dance Chronicle, Dance 

Research, and South Asian Popular 

Culture. He is the author of Labels and 

Locations (2015) and South Asian 

Diaspora Narratives (2016). He is 

presently working on his monograph: 

The Dancing Gods: Staging Hindu Dance 

in Australia.

Ananda Shivaram in peacock plumage, 
photograph from the Louise Lightfoot 
Collection (May 1947)

Louise Lightfoot with an Indian dance troupe 
in Kerala, photograph from the Louise 
Lightfoot Collection

Image of Author, Dr. Amit Sarwal

About Dr Amit Sarwal 
Editor of the Book to be launched 

 Louise Lightfoot: In Search of India   
(Cambridge Publishing)
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Louise Lightfoot focused on the study 

and promotion of Kathakali and 

Manipuri dance practice. 

Kathakali, meaning ‘story-play’ and 
originating from Malabar (south-west 

India), is a dynamic dance-drama 

genre that uses stories from Hindu 

epics such as the ‘Mahabharatha’ 

and the ‘Ramayana’ as the basis for 
performance. Make-up and costumes 

are intricate and elaborate and 

intended to disguise completely the 

identity of performers in order to cast 

them as divine beings. There are 
roughly ten character types, each of 

which has its own particular costume 

and make-up.  

Kathakali troupes usually comprise 
twenty-five members and include 

dancers, make-up artists and 

musicians. Performances are 

incredibly detailed and technically 

demanding, with certain expressions 

and gestures requiring years to 
master. 

Louise Lightfoot worked closely with 

renowned Kathakali dancer, Ananda 

Shivaram, touring many parts of the 

world (including Indonesia, Canada and 

the USA) with him and other Indian 

dancers.

“…dancing means more than entertainment. It is 
considered an approach to God.”  

Louise Lightfoot, 1947	  

Photograph of Shivaram, from the Louise 
Lightfoot Collection (1947).

About Kathakali 
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Lightfoot, 1948	

	 “…small, beautiful and secluded, secret little 
land.’”	  

Lightfoot, 1948

About Manipur and Manipuri Dance 

Lightfoot described Manipur as ‘beautiful and 
secluded, a secret little land “Mani” or jewel, 
set in its ring of ranges’. Based on her lengthy 
stay and experiences in this ‘beautiful and 
secluded’ northeastern state of India, she 
authored the book ‘Dance of the 
Manipuri’ (1948). The dance costumes and 
jewellery in her collection predominantly derive 
from this elevated (3,000 feet above sea level) 
part of the world.  

Manipuri dance is one of the major Indian 
classical dance forms, named after its region 
of origin – Manipur – which shares its eastern 
border with Myanmar (Burma). Manipuri dance 
is known for its Hindu Vaishnavism themes and 
exquisite love dances, but also for themes 
related to Shaivism, Shaktism and regional 
deities. 

The roots of these dance forms, as with all 
classical dances, is the ancient Hindu text Natya Shastra, and expresses the 
cultural fusion between India and Southeast Asia. Legend holds that the 
indigenous people of the Manipur valley were the dancers revered as 
gandharvas (heavenly beings/master musicians) in the Hindu epics Ramayana 
and Mahabharata, which suggests that the dance tradition has existed in 
Manipur since antiquity, passed down orally from generation to generation. The 
first reliably dated written texts describing the art of Manipuri dance are from the 
early 18th century.

Map of Manipur from book ‘The History of 
Manipur’ by Jyotirmoy M. A. Roy, 1958.
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Manipuri dance costumes are rich in 

colour and detail. The girls wear bright 

coloured skirts, adorned with tiny mirrors 

and rich embroidery. Over this is a 

transparent overskirt reaching nearly to 

the knee, with vertical silver threads sewn 

into the fabric and edged with a detailed 

border so that it falls in long, graceful 

pleats. A velvet jacket is added and a 

diaphanous veil falling over the hair 

completes the costume. This traditional 

attire (some of which is on display) is 

used in choreographed enactments of 

the Raslila, the love story of Radha and 

Krishna, on which various Manipuri dance 

dramas are based. 

Manipuri dance is very religious in 

character and the movements refrain 

from all possible poses that may infer 

sexual overtones. In keeping with this 

policy, costumes cover the body from just 

below the next down to the feet.   

Male musicians provide accompaniment 

for Manipuri dances using a barrel drum 

(pung), vocals, a pair of small cymbals 

(kartals), a harmonium, a single-stringed 

lute (pena), and a wind instrument, often 

a bamboo flute. In the classical Manipuri 

Pung Cholom dance, male dance 

students learn to play the pung and then 

to dance while drumming. They wear 

white turbans, white dhotis (loose 

garment tied around the waist and 

covering the legs), a folded shawl over 

the left shoulder, and the drum strap 

worn over the right shoulder. The related 

Kartal Cholom dance has the dancers 

carrying cymbals instead of drums to 

create the rhythms. 

About Manipuri Costumes and Instruments

Image of performer wearing classical Manipuri 
dance costume, source from newspaper clipping 

in Louise Lightfoot Collection.
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Nath, R, M. 1948. The Background of 
Assamese Culture, Sylhet, India: 
Ananda Printing and Publishing house. 

Singh, H. Kulabidhu. 1954. Manipuri 
Dances, India, Sagolband: self-
published. 

Singh, Shri Haobam Kulabidhu. 
Manipuri Raasas, India, Sagolband, 
Imphal: self-published 

CATALOGUE OF EXHIBITS

Selected books from the Louise Lightfoot Collection 

Indian Dance. 1954. 
Delhi: The Publications 
Division, Ministry of 
Information and 
Broadcasting, 
Government of India. 

Aurobindo, S. 1954. 
Savitri, India: International 
University Collection. 

Books are resting on a Manipuri textile that illustrates the 
traditional weave and patterns of that region.
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Selected books from the Louise Lightfoot Collection 

Map taken from page 7 of 
Louise Lightfoot’s book Dance 
Rituals of Manipur India, 
published in 1948 by Standard 
Press in Hong Kong. The book 
is open at page 67, showing 
classical Manipuri costume 

Image taken from page 59 of Louise 
Lightfoot’s book. 

Roy, Jyotirmoy M. A. 1958. The History of 
Manipur, Calcutta: Pooran Press, Firma K. L. 
Mukhiopadhyay

Books and images are resting on 
traditional shawl from the Louise 
Lightfoot Collection 

13
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Jewellery and Accessories to Manipuri Dance Costumes 

One of Louise Lightfoot’s tin boxes and its 
contents; in the box itself lies her list of items 
needed for a performance, a small garland of 
flowers, a ring, and several anklets; below the 
box is an embroidered belt, and to the left of 
the box is a necklace. 

Necklaces, closer view 

Armlets on the left, 
wristband bottom right 
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Tour Memorabilia 

The centrepiece of this collection 
of memorabilia is the program of 
a performance by Shivaram 
during a European tour in 1947; 
surrounded by photographs 
related to the tour, and the book 
The Dance in India published in 
1958 by the Government of 
India’s Ministry for Transport and 
Communications in New Delhi.

It was a helpful reference for 
Louise Lightfoot in her 
choreographic endeavours.

Shivaram and Ruth Bergner
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Scrapbooks and one of Shivaram’s rehearsal tapes 
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More Memorabilia 

North Indian eardrops 
accessorising folk dance 
costumes

Photograph showing Uday Shankar seated 
centre front, Louise Lightfoot to his left and 
Ruth Bergner to his right. No other information 
recorded. 

This map of India shows the 
Kathakali dance region (Kerala, in 
the south western part of the 
country) and the Manipuri dance 
region (Manipur, in the north 
eastern part of the country). The 
map is in a special issue of Marg: A 
Magazine of the Arts called Marg: 
Folk Dances, Volume XII, Number 
1, published in December 1959 by 
Marg Publications, 34-38 Bank St., 
Bombay. 

Dance costumes and 
movements drawn by 
Louise Lightfoot
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Promotional Material and More

Some of the makeup used in dance performances 

South Indian danced armlet (pair) 

A moustache as one of many props used in 
performances rests comfortably on a 
mounted poster by the Geelong Association 
of Music and Art advertising Shivaram  

performing at G.A.M.A Theatre (1950s) 

Flyer: Two Star Dancers from India, Shivaram 
and Ibetombi in Authentic Indian Dances, 
National Theatre, Victoria, 5-16 March 1957.  

Photo: Students of Louise  
Lightfoot in performance 
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Kathakali Costume Items 

Forehead and ear pieces, part of 
Kathakali classical dance costume 

Decoratively painted and 
beaded wooden belt, part of 
Kathakali classical dance 
costume

Ornate Kathakali head 
dress (kireetam)
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Miscellaneous 

Ornamental belt and 
necklace for Manipuri 
classical dance 

Copy of a reference for 
Louise Lightfoot written by 
Walter Burley Griffin in 
1929

Haberdashery items to enhance 
costumes when needed

Belt buckle 
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Glass Cabinet 

Smaller headpiece for 
Radha (Krishna’s 
beloved) character, 
part of Manipuri 
dance costume 

Raja crown created by 
Louise Lightfoot to be 
used in her 
performances 

Book: Singh, Shri Haobam 
Kulabidhu. 1955. The Art 
of Manipuri Dances, 
Imphal: Chudachand 
Printing Works.

Ornamental belt, worn 
for some Manipuri 
dance performances

Dr Amit Sarwal's latest book, on display here, will 
be launched by the Consul General of India in 
Victoria - Ms Manika Jain - this evening. 

Book: Popley, Herbert A.  1921. 
The Music of India, Calcutta: 
Association Press 

Ornamental side panels, part of 
Manipuri dance costume

Headpiece for Krishna 
(Hindu deity) character, 
part of Manipuri dance 
costume 
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Glass Cabinet 

Delicately ornate crown 

Reel-to-reel tapes from 
the Louise Lightfoot 
collection

Head pieces 

Decorative 
armlets 

The tape recorder used by 
Louise Lightfoot for her 
research, rehearsals and 
performances. 

Records from the Louise 
Lightfoot collection 

Louise Lightfoot spent time in 
Bali learning about traditional 
dance there and acquiring 
costume pieces. Here are 
some examples.
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Miscellaneous 

Green metal hat box and the original 
contents therein belonging to Louise 
Lightfoot

Mannequin wearing traditional Manipuri 
dance costume
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