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Abstract

Indian mythology's revered epic Ramayana has served as a creative source for cinematic adaptations across
Tamil Hindi and Telugu languages. The Ramayana films transform the ancient narrative into cinema while
incorporating traditional Indian dance styles to convey the stories. This paper investigates how Ramayana
appears in cinema through a detailed analysis of dance narratives. Bharatanatyam Kathakali and Kuchipudi
classical dance styles play a vital role in visual storytelling to convey both emotional and spiritual elements
of the epic. From the old mythological film Lava Kusa (1963) until present day adaptations choreographed
dance scenes help reveal character development and show divine interference while highlighting important
story events. Through NatyaShastra fundamentals dance functions as a link between temple theatrical

traditions and modern movie production.

The research examines cinema's preservation and reinterpretation of traditional performing arts through an
assessment of key films and their corresponding dance sequences within modern visual contexts. The
traditional performing arts within Indian art and film maintain their cultural relevance through the

storytelling technique that combines dance with cinema in Ramayana-based productions.

Introduction to Early Tamil Cinema

Tamil cinema is one of the leading and most Indian film industries and it’s origins trace back to the silent
film period in the beginning of the 20th century. The first ever Tamil silent film was Keechaka Vadham
which was released in 1918 and directed by R. Nataraja Mudaliar. The 1930's saw the introduction of sound,
which allowed Tamil cinema to integrate dialogues and more importantly music, as a vital part of its story

telling.
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The first few Tamil movies were adaptations of Tamils poems and stage plays, with an emphasis on
mythology, folklore and history. Studios like Modern Theatres and AVM Productions were the first ones to
produce these films and were cherished by Tamils all over. The movies also posed a medium through which

social and political issues focusing on caste, class, as well as nationalism could be portrayed.

As technologies advanced, these issues started to be captured in motion pictures more eloquently. This
gradual evolution paved the way for the golden age of Tamil cinema which began in the 1950s.The early
years of Tamil cinema not only established a unique cinematic identity but also paved the way for the

industry’s enduring global influence.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

International cinema has always preserved the Ramayana in one way or another, and has made its multiple
versions in different languages. The study of Ramayana films is focused on their cultural, artistic, and
cinematic impacts, concentrating on aspects like religion, the aesthetics of performance, and the politics of

society and art.

Early Cinematic Adaptations

Early Indian cinema has long drawn inspiration from its rich mythological epics. Silent films like Dadasaheb
Phalke’s Lanka Dahan (1917) set the stage for Ramayana-inspired storytelling, emphasizing visual spectacle
and theatricality, much like traditional stage performances, as noted by scholars like Barnouw and
Krishnaswamy (1980). With the advent of sound, these mythological tales gained even more prominence,
leading to acclaimed films such as Sampoorna Ramayana (1958) and Lava Kusa (1963). When it comes to
storytelling and performance, studies by D. Kaul (2005) and Rachel Dwyer (2006) show how dance, music,
and narrative blend smoothly in Ramayana films. Classical dance forms like Bharatanatyam and Kathakali

are often used to express emotions, divine interventions, and moral conflicts.

Lava Kusa (1963) features devotional music and detailed choreography, amplifying the epic’s spiritual
essence. On a political and social level, filmmakers and scholars like Paula Richman (1991) and Philip
Lutgendorf (1995) have examined how Ramayana movies mirror the socio-political climate of their times.
The Ramayan TV series by Ramanand Sagar (1987), for example, played a key role in strengthening Hindu

cultural identity during a period of religious resurgence in India.

More recently, films like Adipurush (2023) have sparked debates around artistic license, historical
accuracy, and representation. As technology advances, the influence of digital tools becomes more evident.

Works by Rajadhyaksha and Willemen (1999) explore how CGI and animation—seen in movies like
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Ramayana: The Legend of Prince Rama (1992)—have changed mythological storytelling. Besides,
adaptations beyond India, such as Thai and Indonesian versions, demonstrate the epic’s worldwide appeal.

The Role of Dance in Ramayana Films

Dance has long been a essential element in cinematic adaptations of the Ramayana, acting as a compelling
way to tell the story, express deep emotions, and uphold cultural traditions. Drawing from classical Indian
dance styles such as Bharatanatyam, Kathakali, and Kuchipudi, these performances bring a visual richness

and spiritual depth to the narrative.

1. Dance as a Storytelling Device In Ramayana movies, dance often illustrates key moments, divine
appearances, and emotional struggles. Carefully choreographed dance sequences frequently stand in for
lengthy dialogues, relying on expressive gestures (mudras) and facial expressions (abhinaya) to
communicate the story's core. For example, the 1963 film Lava Kusa uses dance to display divine

moments, like Sita’s devotion and Rama’s divine presence.

2. Symbolism and Spiritual Expression Dance in these films isn’t just an art form; it’s deeply symbolic.
Traditional dance movements often stand for universal themes—qualities of Lord Rama, Sita’s purity,
or Ravana’s arrogance. The graceful poses of Bharatanatyam and the dramatic expressions typical of
Kathakali help depict the ongoing battle between righteousness (dharma) and evil (adharma). In
devotional movies like Sampoorna Ramayana (1958), dance sequences blend smoothly with acts of

devotion, emphasizing the spiritual depth of the epic.

3. Connecting Tradition with Cinema Indian cinema, especially in its early days, drew heavily from
traditional dance and drama traditions, such as temple performances and stage theater. Ramayana films
adapted these elements into a cinematic form, making classical dance more accessible to wider
audiences. Using detailed choreography, authentic costumes, and classical music in dance scenes

helped preserve tradition while engaging mainstream viewers.

4. Communicating Emotional and Inner Depth Dance provides a beautiful way to explore characters ’
inner emotions. For instance, Sita’s longing during her separation from Rama is often shown through
slow, sorrowful movements, while Hanuman’s heroic deeds are expressed with energetic, vigorous

actions. This approach deepens viewers ’connection to the characters *emotional journeys.

5. Modern Interpretations and Changes In newer films like Ramayana: The Legend of Prince Rama (1992)
and Adipurush (2023), traditional dance scenes have been scaled back in favor of action sequences and
CGI magic. Nevertheless, filmmakers still include dance elements, especially in temple scenes or

dreamlike visions of divine encounters, to retain a connection to the spiritual roots of the story.
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MOVIES ON RAMAYANA

FIRST SILENT FILM ON RAMAYANA

The first silent film adaptation of the Ramayana was created in 1917 by Dadasaheb Phalke, known as the
father of Indian cinema. Titled Lanka Dahan, the film depicted a key episode where Hanuman ventures to
Lanka in search of Sita but is captured by Ravan's forces. In a dramatic turn, Hanuman sets Lanka ablaze
with his tail before flying away. Even with the technological limitations of that time, Phalke cleverly
employed trick photography to captivate audiences. The film was a major hit, drawing crowds to theaters,
many of whom would remove their footwear out of reverence, as noted by Bishnupriya Ghosh in her book
‘Global Icons: Apertures to the Popular.’ Interestingly, in a nod to the era's customs, the roles of Ram and
Sita were both played by the same actor, Anna Salunkhe, since women weren’t permitted to act in films
back then. Another notable silent film based on the Ramayana was Chandrasena, released in 1931 and
directed by the legendary V Shantaram. It told the story of Chandrasena, the wife of Mahiravan—one of
Ravan's sons—who helps Lord Hanuman rescue Lord Ram and Lakshman from Patal Lok, eventually

defeating Mahiravana's army.

NT Rama Rao, also known as NTR, was one of the biggest stars of the Telugu film industry. Throughout
his career, he was associated with several films based on the Ramayan. His portrayal of Lord Ram still

remains one of the best renditions of the Hindu deity on the big screen.

He first starred as Lord Ram in the 1958 film 'Sampoorna Ramayanam'. The film was a colossal hit, and it
was made thrice with the same title in the years 1958, 1961, and 1971 in Tamil and Hindi. Interestingly,
NTR had also played the role of Ravan, Ramayan's main villain, in the film 'Bhookailas' in the same year -
- 1958.

Decades later, NTR's son Nandamuri Balakrishna remade 'Lava Kusa' as 'Sri Rama Rajyam' in 2011.
Balakrishna himself starred as Lord Ram in the film, while Nayanthara essayed the role of Sita.
Balakrishna's portrayal of the deity was praised for bringing the emotional dilemma of Lord Ram on
abandoning his wife brilliantly on screen. The film was also praised for its perfect marriage of visual effects
and bhakti bhav, akin to the Senior NTR's version.

(Sharma, 2024)
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Tamil Movies Based on the Ramayana

Tamil cinema has a rich history of bringing the epic Ramayana to the screen, weaving mythology with
compelling storytelling, music, and dance. These movies have not only helped preserve the cultural and
religious importance of the Ramayana but also resonated well with Tamil audiences. Here are some of the

most noteworthy Tamil films inspired by the Ramayana:

Lava Kusa (1934 & 1963) The 1963 version of Lava Kusa is among the most iconic Tamil adaptations of
the Ramayana. It tells the story of Lord Rama’s twin sons, Lava and Kusa, who grow up unaware of their
royal heritage and eventually meet their father. Directed by C. S. Rao and C. Pulliah, the film is especially

celebrated for its beautiful songs and classical dance scenes, particularly in its devotional moments.

Sampoorna Ramayanam (1958) Directed by K. Somu, this film offers a detailed retelling of the entire
Ramayana — from Rama’s birth to his triumph over Ravana. Sivaji Ganesan played Bharata, while N. T.
Rama Rao portrayed Lord Rama. Audiences remember it for its impressive set designs, powerful

performances, and impactful dialogues.

Sri Rama Rajyam (2011) Tamil Dubbed Originally made in Telugu under the direction of Bapu, Sri Rama
Rajyam was later dubbed into Tamil. It centers on Rama’s rule after returning to Ayodhya and the exile of
Sita. Nandamuri Balakrishna played Rama, with Nayanthara as Sita. The film was highly praised for its lush

visuals and llaiyaraaja’s memorable music.

Bala Ramayanam (1996) — Tamil Dubbed This Telugu film, featuring child actors, was also made
available in Tamil through dubbing. Directed by Gunasekhar, it presents a shorter yet engaging version of
the Ramayana that appeals especially to younger viewers.

Animated and Contemporary Adaptations Ramayana:

The Legend of Prince Rama (1992) — While a joint Indo-Japanese animated film, it was dubbed in Tamil

and well-liked for its engaging storytelling and respect for the epic’s integrity.

Adipurush (2023) — A recent, high-budget retelling, also released in Tamil, starring Prabhas as Rama and
Kriti Sanon as Sita. Though it relied heavily on CGI, the film received mixed reactions regarding its

portrayal of the Ramayana.
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DANCE IN MOVIES OF RAMAYANA

Dance has long been an integral part of cinematic adaptations of the Ramayana, acting as a bright tool to
deepen storytelling, express emotions, and honor cultural traditions. Rooted in classical Indian dance
traditions like Bharatanatyam, Kathakali, and Kuchipudi, these performances bring a visual and spiritual

depth to the narrative, making the story more engaging and meaningful.

Dance as a Narrative Device

In Ramayana movies, dance sequences are often used to convey crucial moments, divine interventions, and
emotional struggles. Instead of relying solely on dialogue, choreographed movements use expressive
gestures (mudras) and facial expressions (abhinaya) to communicate complex scenes. For example, in the
classic film Lava Kusa (1963), dance is employed to portray celestial encounters, such as Sita’s unwavering

devotion and Rama’s divine presence.

Use of Symbolism and Devotional Expression

Dance in these films isn’t just for aesthetic appeal—it's deeply symbolic. Traditional dance steps often depict
larger themes like Lord Rama’s righteousness, Sita’s purity, or Ravana’s arrogance. Bharatanatyam’s
elegant postures and Kathakali’s dramatic facial gestures help illustrate the eternal struggle between dharma
(virtue) and adharma (evil). In devotional movies like Sampoorna Ramayana (1958), dance sequences

intertwined with Bhakti (devotion) amplify the spiritual essence of the epic.

Bridging Traditional Arts and Cinema

Early Indian cinema drew heavily on traditional dance-drama forms, which often originated from temple
rituals or stage performances. Ramayana films adapted these elements into a cinematic language, making
classical dance more accessible to a broader audience. Through detailed choreography, costumes, and using
classical ragas in dance sequences, filmmakers maintained authenticity while appealing to mainstream

viewers.

Expressing Inner Emotions and Psychological Depth

Dance is a powerful way to reflect characters ’inner states. For instance, Sita’s experience of separation
(viraha) is often shown through slow, sorrowful movements, whereas Hanuman’s heroic deeds are
expressed using vigorous, energetic gestures. Such visual storytelling deepens the audience’s emotional

connection with the characters.
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Modern Interpretations and Changes

Contemporary adaptations like Ramayana: The Legend of Prince Rama (1992) and Adipurush (2023) tend
to minimize traditional dance in favor of action sequences and digital effects. Nevertheless, many
filmmakers still incorporate classical dance elements, especially in temple-inspired scenes or dream
sequences that depict divine or spiritual encounters. Overall, dance continues to be a critical element in
portraying the rich cultural and spiritual dimensions of the Ramayana, adapting over time to suit new

cinematic styles while preserving its traditional roots.

Conclusion

Tamil cinema has played a significant role in bringing the Ramayana to the big screen, blending devotion,
drama, and artistic expression. Whether through classical retellings or modern adaptations, these films
continue to keep the epic alive for Tamil-speaking audiences across generations. Ramayana films is more
than just an aesthetic element; it is a vital storytelling tool that bridges mythology, tradition, and cinematic
expression. By combining movement, music, and emotion, these films keep the cultural and spiritual

significance of the Ramayana alive for audiences across generations.
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