
The Natyasastra and the Body in
Performance: An Unveiling of the Ancient
Indian Treatise on Theater and Dance
:

The Natyasastra, an ancient Indian treatise on theater and dance, stands
as a profound testament to the rich cultural heritage of the Indian
subcontinent. Authored by Bharata Muni, this seminal work, estimated to
have been written around the 2nd century CE, serves as an invaluable
guide to the principles and practices of classical Indian performance arts. At
the heart of the Natyasastra lies a comprehensive exploration of the human
body, its movements, and its expressive potential.

Delving into the Natyasastra:

The Natyasastra encompasses a vast array of topics, including the nature
of drama, the elements of performance, the use of music and dance,
costume and makeup, stagecraft, and the ethics of performance. Yet,
despite its wide-ranging subject matter, the Natyasastra is fundamentally
concerned with the human body as the primary instrument of artistic
expression.
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The Body as a Site of Knowledge:

According to the Natyasastra, the human body is not merely a physical
entity but rather a profound source of knowledge and experience. Through
the practice of performance, the body becomes a conduit for expressing
the artist's inner world, communicating emotions, and embodying the
divine. The artist's body, therefore, is not simply a tool but an integral part
of the creative process.

The Body in Motion:

The Natyasastra places immense emphasis on the body's capacity for
movement. The treatise categorizes and analyzes various gestures,
postures, and rhythms, known as angaharas, which form the foundation of
Indian classical dance. These intricate movements are not merely technical
exercises but are infused with symbolic and narrative meaning, allowing the
dancer to convey a wide range of emotions and ideas.

The Body as a Sacred Vessel:

The Natyasastra recognizes the sacred nature of the body in performance.
The artist's body is considered a temple, and the act of performance is
seen as a form of ritual. The performer undergoes rigorous training and
purification rituals to prepare their body for the transformative experience of
embodying a character.

The Natyasastra in Practice:
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The principles outlined in the Natyasastra have profoundly influenced the
development of Indian classical dance forms, such as Bharatanatyam,
Kathak, Odissi, and Kuchipudi. In these dance traditions, the body
becomes a vessel for storytelling, expressing narratives from mythology,
history, and everyday life.

Bharatanatyam:

Bharatanatyam, a classical dance form from South India, exemplifies the
Natyasastra's teachings. Bharatanatyam dancers undergo rigorous
training, which includes mastering intricate footwork, hand gestures, and
facial expressions. The body becomes a canvas upon which the dancer
paints vivid tales of love, devotion, and heroism.

Kathak:

Kathak, a dance form from North India, is known for its graceful movements
and storytelling abilities. Kathak dancers use their feet as percussion
instruments, creating rhythmic patterns that accompany the music. The
body becomes a storyteller, conveying narratives through mime, gesture,
and expression.

Odissi:

Odissi, a classical dance form from Odisha, is characterized by its fluid
movements and lyrical quality. Odissi dancers emphasize the body's curves
and lines, creating a sense of beauty and grace. Through the dance, the
body becomes a vessel for expressing the legends and stories of the
region.

Kuchipudi:



Kuchipudi, a classical dance form from Andhra Pradesh, is known for its
energetic and expressive movements. Kuchipudi dancers incorporate
elements of martial arts into their performances, creating a dynamic and
engaging spectacle. The body becomes a site for showcasing physical
prowess and emotional intensity.

The Legacy of the Natyasastra:

The Natyasastra's teachings have transcended the boundaries of time and
geography, influencing not only Indian performance arts but also dance and
theater traditions around the world. Its principles have been adapted and
incorporated into contemporary dance forms, such as modern dance,
ballet, and jazz.

Contemporary Dance:

Contemporary dance has drawn inspiration from the Natyasastra's
emphasis on the body as a source of expression and communication.
Contemporary choreographers explore new ways to use the body, creating
innovative and thought-provoking works that push the boundaries of dance.

Ballet:

The discipline and precision of ballet can be traced back to the
Natyasastra's teachings on body control and technique. Ballet dancers
strive to achieve perfect form and grace, embodying the principles of the
Natyasastra in their performances.

Jazz:

Jazz dance incorporates elements of African and European dance
traditions, but it also draws inspiration from the Natyasastra's focus on



improvisation and spontaneity. Jazz dancers use their bodies to express a
wide range of emotions and experiences, reflecting the Natyasastra's belief
in the body's expressive potential.

:

The Natyasastra stands as a testament to the human body's extraordinary
capacity for artistic expression. Its principles have shaped the development
of Indian classical dance forms and continue to inspire contemporary dance
practices around the world. By exploring the body as a site of knowledge,
movement, and sacredness, the Natyasastra offers a profound
understanding of the human experience and the transformative power of
performance.
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