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Philosophy of Indian Dance

Amid the apparent diversity of Indian dance, 2 common
worldview gives all the forms a basic unity and contimuity.
According to Indian thought, the universe is eternal yet in
constant flux, the parts merely emanations of the whole.
i Everything is constantly being born, growing, and dying.
Al matter is compesed of the five basic elements of fire,
* watter, earth, space, and sky,; nmans are but a part of na-
ture, responding to it rather than domimating it. Like
plants or animals, humzns develop from a seed in the




oo, grow 10 mairity, z2nd in turmn produce the seeds of
new life. So the cydie contimmes withont beginning or end.

The distinctiveness of being numan hes m toner con-
srionsness, the understanding thet every part of our being
(body, mind, and spiit) reflects the nature of the cosmos.
At the center of the universe and the human spirit is a stll
point ke the hub of 2 wheel with constionsness expand-
img omtward like the spokes in concentric drdes, but held
inpether within the boundaries of the universe.

This cosmology is first expleimed in the eardiest Indian
texts, known as the Vedas. Subseguent philosophic texts
calfied the Upanisads give the comcept its theoretical foun-
dation. Finally, the Bralmnanes or ritnal texts describe the
exact rimals (pajiz, vsnally transiated ac sacvifioe) that
give concrete form to the abstract primciples. In the Upa-
misads the cosmos is described in metaphors as the hub
and spokes of a wheel; in the Brahmanas the cosmos is
symbolized physically by every soumd, word, gesture, and
object of the ritual. The ritnal performence fovolves the
sopiic concept of yoga 2s the gathering irward of il ener-
gies, both physical and mental, so revelation can take
placs; the Brahmanas describe the ritnal acts of the yaj-
#iar: how to design 2 consecrated space by estahblishing a
center within an endlosure and highting fires in each of
three altars, one shaped like 2 sguare, one like 2 cirdle,
and ane like a semicircdle. These ritnal acts symbolize the
sacrifice of parts of the body, which must teke place over a
prescribed mumber of hours or days. The purpose of both
experiences—the inner yogz and the outer yajie—is to

These concepts and ritals recognize the homan capac-
boith the imtrospection of yozga and the concrete rital of
framework of the whole. Life and death are part of the
same contimmm. According to Indien philesophy, 211 Life
grows out of the formless (argpa) ground of the cosmaos,
devclops into the many fonms (ripa) of life, and returns in
the end 10 that wiich is beyond form (pararipsz). Al these
concepts are fondamental to the Indian theory of aesthet-
irs, 25 is the notion that the individual sounl (@tman) is
constantly aspiring to merge with the universal (brafman,
the Sxpreme Being). The direction is from physical to
mﬁaplgml,ﬁunth:mmthqmumamnmu-
OIS PrOSTeSSion.

Indian Theory of Aesthetics. An Indian theory of aes-
thetics is first referred to in Bharata's Naryasastra (c. 1000
BCE). The purpose of this treatise was to lay down the
rules for the kind of total artistic performance through
which the sudienoce might adhizve a state of supreme joy
or redezse from the world of Hirsion; the theory is implicit
rather then spelled out.

memmnhﬂya&mm(rdnmnsmm%)
nﬂ:msﬂmmymmgmaﬁnwwlmﬁmgdmm
of the artist; seoond, the content, form, and technique of
artistic expression; and third, the evocation of a simily,
aesthetic experience in the andience. The artist’s inner g
sion resembles that state of mystical bliss calleg
bratmananda; it is an experience of the whole, the univer.
are erased, and the finite and infinite menge. The artisy’s
state of concentration can be described by the word yogs
the relezse from pain and pleasure in this life. It is saig
that ar that moement, the artist sees the white light of Jy-
minosity in his or her inward eye. The artist’s problem,
then, is to convey this experience, this essence (rasa) o
the andience through sound, word, gesture, movement,
of art serves as the bridge from the formless, through the
many forms, to that which is beyond form.
znd content of these works of art—whether 2 small ioon, a
brief dance or song, or & great architectural momment
like 2 temple or stupa—ifimd their connterparts in the sym-
bols znd acts of the ritizal sacrifice and in the many forms
of speculztive thought. Every part of the work is related to
the whaole, znd the energies flow out from the central lnsbh.
The characters in snch art become archetypes and the
emotions impersonz] and general There are nine doms-
nent rasas or bhéves (moods or emolions): ercticism
(srmga@ira), pathos or compession (karund), heroism (vira),
fierceness (raudra), langhter (hasya), fear (bhaya), disgast
(vitharsa), wonder (adbinta), and tranguillity &@nata).

In addition, there zre the transient emotions, like
rnimnte shades of colar, called the seickar bhavas. For ex-
ample, Jove can be expressed by passion or jealousy and
mzy pess through phases of separation and yearning, col-
minzting in union. These two kinds of emotion are pre-
sented throngh the archetypal characters of gods and bn-
mens in drams, dance, mmsic, poetry, sculpture, and
painting. Whatever the language of the art (speech,
soumd, gestare, mass, line, color), its smallest wnit conre-
sponds 10 a single state of emotion. When combined, &5
the notes of a song or the gestures of the human body,
these forms merge into a work of art with its distinctive
mmmmmmmm&minﬂw
audience as it did in the artist. The three steps in the
process are called rasgmubhava (experience of rasa),
rusiblivyakti (expression of rasa), and rasoutapati (evocs-
tion of rase). Inspired by the Upanisads, Yeats summed up

the theary of Indian art in 2 line: “How can we know the
mmmmwmmmdmbmﬁm
vehide for trapsmitting the emotion to the spectator.
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of a fieding of pession “peneralized,” that is, freed from dis-
tiomships znd practical interests, throngh an izmer foroe of the
stivmness (nsa) embodied in the poem s transfenred to the
acttor, the danesr, the reciter, and to the spectaior.

These statements, made nearly one thossand years ago,
remain pertinent today for a2 proper understanding, ap-
preciation, and appraisal of Indizn art, especially damoe
and music, which have enjoyed 2 remarkable contimuity

Simee artistic expenence was regardod as an instrurment
ward the universal slif, both artist amd spectator made a
special efffort o use the experience fior adhieving a state of
harmony. The language employed by the performer for
the truth and beamnty of life by sugzestion And the specta-
tor had to be treined to understand the symbols before
commmmication could take place.

The terms wsed for the spectator in Sanskrit sum up
this view: safrdaya (one of attvmed heart) and rastka (one
wiho experiences rasa). Art evokes in the spectasor certain
states of conscionsness that already existed in bis or her
pable of experiencing the emotion that frees them from
the limitations of time and space.

" Because of the continuity between pest and present in
spectatar believe in the importance of such arts as a2
means of experiencing the universal and are willing to wn-
dumﬂuwyamdemingmmﬁmsﬁrﬂm

Fcrmmgﬂk:indmsica“rﬂhmmmcpmﬁxm
st bearn to wse his or her body in 2 manner that sym-
bolizes the wmiversal seif. The damoer, thevefore, wses
m&@hmmm&mm
and rdliease, and every gesture of hand and eye 0 convey
10 the zmdience this wniversal seif rather than a partioalar
su&jacﬁveumtioulustasdndam’sbodyhmﬂm
vehidie for commumicating universal feelings, so the spec-
quamdsmﬂmhnpumlﬁrﬁ:gsnﬁn&m
Iﬂm:pmmlupﬁimof(heaﬂiﬁ.ﬂﬂmdmm
dizm zrt forms are based on the worldview and theary of
aesthetics criginally emmciated in the Vedic texts, and the
bighmﬁdﬂnmtofmmwhmdnmysﬁ:alm
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comes from recognizing the unfolding of something la-
tent rather than from encoumtering something wmusual
and highly individnal, the demands made upon the spec-
of Western damce. The themes recurring in much of the
classical dence of India are highly literary in character,
drawing upon the same sources of Indian legend, mythol-
ogy, and epic poeiry as the other dassical arts. The posi-
tions and stances that the Indian dancer assumes can be
recognized in the chiseled poses of Indian sculpture and
from the ancient rituals specified in the Brahmanas; the
music and rdsythmic patterns of the dance are the dassical
rigas and talas.

In puxe dance seguences, called mrrza, the body may
form a single geometric design, such as a imangle in
bharata mityom (o South Indiz), a sguare in kathakali
(from Kerala), 2 fipure eight in Manipuri (from Mamnipur),
a line in kathak (in North India). Fioor space may also be
covered in the same rigidly stroctored design. The nawel
becomes the symbol of the cosmic center, and all move-
ment flows outward from it and returns o it in a fixed
pose. Just as in the traditional rituals, time and space may
be consecrated.

In the mime or expressive dance sections {rrtya), a line
of poetry is set to mausic and rendered within a metrical
cycle (tala) in crder to recreate one of the dominant emo-
and improvisations are intended to evoke in the spectator
mapuiumc&joyandmkase.Spedﬁcdmmctusand
themes are important not in themselves but only as aids
inemkingdnedmninantmﬁ.ﬂ-:damehummoseduf
fummyseun:qﬂkkmandﬁxﬂdbewilﬂﬂingm—
mmw@ﬁmﬁ:mmmam}
rience to an understanding of mezning and technigue.
These demands merely increase the initiated spectator's
ddiglninthepu-fmnmmﬁniﬂdmiﬁmm
paxﬂyfmmlh:specnzmr"scxpuiumeofunoﬁmalm
and forms already familiar from works of poetry, music,
architecture, and sonlpture. However, since the content
amd the formsl clements are only part of the total design
a:dammfad.un!sofapcsskminaminingahigher
m.asam}ﬁwemughumﬁiﬁamdspmanrwhoismt
hﬁxgkzrspu:iﬁtmmingwmmaybemmpmmd
mlhatekmcdmofjuymhﬁssdntmnsomds the
world of appearances.

'Ihueisanuganicminymmming(hclndianwmﬂd»
vimﬂncaes&micniuxy.anddrpexﬁxmnwwiihim
many layers of meaning and expression. By giving ing up the
limited sense of seif, the artist is enabled to create 2
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greater rezbm of life in art and to expand the conscious-

mess of both performer 2nd spectator into the universal

reto 80 the ordinery world with 2 heightened sense of
hermony and tranguillity.
[(For reated discussion, sez Aesthetics, article on Asian

Dance Aesthetics ]
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