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Malaysian national treasure and recipient of the prestigious Sangeet Natak Akademi Award 
(the highest honour bestowed upon performing artistes in India), Indian classical dancer Datuk 
Ramli Ibrahim talks to travel 3Sixty° about his illustrious career that spans almost four decades.

WHEN DID YOU KNOW 
THAT THE ARTS WAS 
YOUR CALLING? I have 

always known, even as a child, 

that I was artistically inclined. 

I would do a song-and-dance 

routine at the drop of a hat. I 

was discovered at an early age 

by radio producer Siti Hawa Zin 

(fondly known as Mak Iti), and 

she introduced me as a child 

compère for a Radio Malaya 

(fi rst national Malay radio sta-

tion, launched in 1946) chil-

dren’s series in the 1960s. I was 

also Johan Sha’er Kebangsaan 

(champion of the national level 

traditional Malay sung poetry 

competition) when I was 12. My 

mum’s friends were surprised 

that I eventually became a 

dancer instead of a singer!

DATUK RAMLI IBRAHIM

WHAT WAS IT ABOUT 
THE INDIAN CLASSI-
CAL DANCE ODISSI THAT 
FIRST APPEALED TO YOU? 

I was already immersed in 

Bharatanatyam (South Indian 

classical dance style) when I 

discovered Odissi, which origi-

nated in the state of Odisha. It 

was the Odissi music that fi rst 

attracted me, and I found myself 

mesmerised by the lyricism and 

grace of the dance. I visited Odi-

sha to become acquainted with 

the style of my Odissi guru, the 

late Debaprasad Das. Soon, I was 

drawn to the profound qualities 

of tantrism, which Debaprasad 

imbued in his compositions. 

Odissi eventually became a 

dance anthropological experi-

ence for me.

WHAT IS THE SUTRA 
FOUNDATION? Sutra Founda-

tion is a passion and a calling 

for me. We have performances 

all year round, mainly dance. 

There are dance classes and 

workshops taking place almost 

seven days a week, and we also 

hold many art exhibitions. 

WHAT ARE YOU LIKE AS A 
GURU? I am strict. I think this 

has become my most legendary 

legacy for my students. At the 

same time, they know that I am 

also very compassionate. They 

understand that I only want 

what’s best for them in dance.

WHICH GIVES YOU THE 
GREATEST FULFILLMENT 
– BEING A CHOREOGRA-

PHER, TEACHER OR DANC-
ER? These are three completely 

different states of being, although 

their functions overlap and form 

a continuum in the creative 

process. Most of the time, I do all 

three! At the highest level, they 

all bring me great fulfi llment, and 

I am proudest when I have given 

each of them my best.

WHAT ARE THE GREAT-
EST CHALLENGES IN 
THE PERFORMING ARTS 
TODAY? I equate the chal-

lenges in the performing arts to 

dealing with our environmental 

and climate change issues today. 

Everyone agrees that something 

needs to be done and yet, there 

has hardly been any discernible 

improvement in infrastructure so 

far. I’ve always maintained that 

I dance for the love of it. At the 

same time, I also recognise that 

culture and arts are important in 

our nation-building. I, therefore, 

do my part by doing what I love. 

I believe that culture and arts – 

not guns and warfare – are the 

barometer of human civilisation, 

and are the best antidote for the 

rise in extremism, which is the 

bane of our times. 

AMONG YOUR PERFOR-
MANCES IN 140-PLUS CIT-
IES AROUND THE WORLD 
OVER THE YEARS, WHICH 
ARE YOUR FAVOURITES? 
There have been many memorable 

performances – our Carnegie Hall 

performance in New York City, US, 

was defi nitely one of them. There 

were also other great moments 

such as in India – our performance 

at the amazing archeological site of 

Hampi (the seat of the formidable 

Vijayanagara Empire) in Karnataka, 

and our recital in the precinct of 

the Brihadeshwar Temple in Tamil 

Nadu. And of course, not forgetting 

our performance at the stunning 

Bayon Temple in the ancient city 
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and February, when many inter-

esting festivals and craft melas 

(fairs) take place in this incredible 

temple city. Temples such as the 

Mukteswar and Rajarani are the 

jewels in the crown of Odiyan 

temple architecture. I love going 

to the crafts and textile melas, 

of Angkor Thom in Cambodia. The 

psychic infl uences when perform-

ing at these temple sites are pal-

pable as the religious monuments 

serve as an intimate, tangible link 

to dance – the dance legacy is 

literally carved and sculpted on the 

walls of the temples!

ODISSI HAS BROUGHT 
YOU TO BHUBANESWAR, 
THE CAPITAL OF ODISHA, 
MANY TIMES. WHAT 
SHOULDN’T VISITORS 
MISS WHEN IN THIS HIS-
TORIC CITY? Bhubaneswar is 

best visited between November 

especially the ones for the indig-

enous communities of Odisha. 

The state is also popular for its 

ikat (a special dyeing technique) 

textiles and sarees (traditional 

wrap-around garment worn by 

women of South Asia), which we 

use in our dances.

WHAT CAN VISITORS 
EXPECT AT THE KONARK 
FESTIVAL IN ODISHA THIS 
MONTH? The spectacular Sun 

Temple of Konark is the backdrop 

for the renowned annual festival 

organised by Odisha Tourism. The 

temple is a UNESCO heritage site 

and regarded by many as one of 

the great wonders of the world. 

The three-day festival show-

cases almost the entire range of 

Indian classical dance styles, with 

emphasis on Odissi. As you enter 

the temple complex, you have to 

pass through a magnifi cent dance 

hall where all the dance poses of 

Odissi are immortalised in exqui-

site detail and perfection. Sutra’s 

last performance at Konark was 

more than six years ago and we 

are keen to return with a new 

exciting repertoire. 

Catch Sutra Foundation’s 
performance at the Ubud Writers 

and Readers Festival, Bali, 
Indonesia, from October 25 to 

29 and at the Konark Festival in 
Odisha, India, from December 

1 to 5. To know more about 
Datuk Ramli Ibrahim and Sutra 

Foundation’s performances, 
exhibitions and workshops, visit 

www.sutrafoundation.org.my

AirAsia fl ies to 
Bhubaneswar, 
the capital of 

Odisha, from Kuala 
Lumpur, Bengaluru 

and Kolkata.
www.airasia.com
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