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Abstract

The Natyasastra, attributed to the sage Bharata Muni, serves as a foundational text in the realm of Indian performing
arts, encompassing the elements of dance, music, and drama. This paper examines the profound influence of the
Natyasastra on classical Indian dance and music, highlighting its theoretical frameworks and practical applications.
Central to the text is the concept of Rasa, which articulates the emotional experiences conveyed through performance,
profoundly shaping the aesthetic sensibilities of dance forms like Bharatanatyam, Kathak, and Odissi. Additionally, the
treatise's detailed exposition of Abhinaya—the art of acting—enriches both dance and music, guiding practitioners in
the nuanced portrayal of emotions. The text also lays the groundwork for the systems of Raga and Tala, providing
musicians with the tools to evoke specific moods and themes. By analyzing key concepts and relevant Sanskrit verses,
this paper underscores the enduring legacy of the Natyasastra, illustrating its critical role in shaping the development
and evolution of classical Indian performing arts. Through its integration of theoretical insights and practical guidelines,
the Natyasdstra continues to inform and inspire contemporary interpretations of Indian dance and music.
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INTRODUCTION

The Natyasastra, composed by the sage Bharata Muni, is regarded as one of the most significant texts in the
history of Indian performing arts. Dated between 200 BCE and 200 CE, this ancient treatise systematically
delineates the principles of Natya (drama), Sangita (music), and Nritya (dance), offering a comprehensive
guide to the various elements that constitute Indian theater and performance. As a seminal work, the
Natyasastra not only codifies the techniques and aesthetics of these art forms but also intertwines them,
establishing a holistic framework that underscores their interdependence.

At the core of the Natyasastra lies the concept of Rasa, or the aesthetic experience of emotion, which serves
as the foundation for artistic expression in both dance and music. Bharata Muni articulates that the primary
purpose of performance is to evoke specific emotional responses in the audience, thereby creating a shared
experience of beauty and insight. This emphasis on emotional resonance has profoundly influenced the
development of various classical dance forms such as Bharatanatyam, Kathak, and Odissi, as well as the
intricacies of Indian classical music. In addition to Rasa, the Natyasastra delineates the art of Abhinaya, or
expression, categorizing it into four types: Angika (physical), Vacika (verbal), Aharya (costume and makeup),
and Sattvika (internal emotions). Each type plays a crucial role in how dancers and musicians convey meaning
and evoke emotional responses, enriching the overall aesthetic experience. Moreover, the text provides a
thorough exploration of Raga (melodic framework) and Tala (rhythmic cycles), which serve as foundational
elements in classical music. The guidelines established in the Natyasastra for the use of these musical
structures have become integral to the practice of Indian music, guiding musicians in their compositions and
performances.

This paper seeks to explore the multifaceted influence of the Natyasastra on classical Indian dance and music,
examining its key concepts and their application in contemporary practice. By analyzing relevant Sanskrit
verses and their implications, we aim to highlight the enduring legacy of this ancient text and its continued
relevance in shaping the aesthetics and techniques of Indian performing arts today. Through this exploration,
we will show how the Natyasastra not only codified the artistic practices of its time but also established
principles that resonate with and inform modern interpretations of these rich cultural traditions.
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OVERVIEW OF THE NATYASASTRA

The Natyasastra, attributed to the sage Bharata Muni, is one of the most comprehensive and foundational texts
in the realm of Indian performing arts. Composed between 200 BCE and 200 CE, it is often regarded as the
“fifth Veda” due to its immense cultural and philosophical significance. The text serves as a critical reference
for understanding the principles and practices of Natya (theater), Sangita (music), and Nritya (dance), and it
has had a profound influence on the evolution of Indian classical arts.

STRUCTURE AND CONTENT

The Natyasastra consists of 36 chapters (Adhyayas), covering various aspects of performance. It includes
discussions on the following key themes:

e Fundamentals of Drama: The text outlines the essential components of a dramatic performance,
including plot structure, character development, and thematic elements. Bharata describes how a
successful performance should engage the audience emotionally and aesthetically.

o Types of Drama and Dance: The Natyasastra categorizes different forms of drama, including Natya
(dramatic plays) and Natyadharmi (theatrical dance), detailing their characteristics and functions.

o Rasa Theory: One of the most significant contributions of the Natyasastra is its elaboration of the
concept of Rasa, or aesthetic experience. Bharata identifies eight primary Rasas—Srngara (love), Karuna
(compassion), Raudra (anger), Vira (heroism), Hasya (laughter), Bhaya (fear), Bibhatsa (disgust), and
Adbhuta (wonder)—and explains how they are evoked through performance.

o Abhinaya: The text defines Abhinaya as the art of expression, which is crucial for conveying emotions
and narratives in performance. Bharata delineates four types of Abhinaya:

i. Angika (physical expression),

ii. Vacika (verbal expression),

iii. Aharya (costume and makeup),

iv. Sattvika (inner emotional expression).

e Music and Rhythm: The Natyasastra provides extensive guidelines on the musical components of
performance, including the use of Raga (melodic framework) and Tala (rhythmic cycles). The text
explains the significance of musical scales and the role of various instruments, emphasizing the
integration of music and dance in creating a holistic performance.

Stagecraft: Bharata discusses the physical and logistical aspects of staging performances, including the design
of the stage, the use of props, and the arrangement of actors and musicians. This practical guidance ensures
that performances are visually engaging and effective in conveying their intended messages.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The Natyasastra emerged during a period of rich cultural and artistic development in ancient India. The text
reflects the synthesis of various regional traditions and influences, drawing from Vedic rituals, folk practices,
and the evolving theatrical forms of its time. As a comprehensive manual, it sought to codify and standardize
artistic practices, making them accessible to performers and scholars alike.

INFLUENCE ON PERFORMING ARTS

The principles articulated in the Natyasastra have had a lasting impact on Indian classical dance and music,
informing the techniques, aesthetics, and performance practices that continue to thrive today. Dance forms
like Bharatanatyam, Kathak, and Odissi draw heavily on the text's guidelines regarding expression, emotion,
and movement. Similarly, Indian classical music has evolved within the framework established by the
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Natyasastra, with its emphasis on emotional expression and the intricate relationship between melody and
rhythm.

In summary, the Natyasastra serves as a cornerstone of Indian performing arts, offering a rich tapestry of
knowledge that encompasses the technical, aesthetic, and philosophical dimensions of theater, dance, and
music. Its enduring legacy continues to inspire generations of artists, ensuring that the art of performance
remains a vital part of India’s cultural heritage.

THE CONCEPT OF RASA IN DANCE AND MUSIC

The Rasa theory is one of the most significant contributions of the Natyasastra to Indian aesthetics, defining
how emotions are evoked and experienced in performance. **Rasa** refers to the aesthetic flavor or emotional
essence that a work of art (whether it be dance, music, or drama) aims to evoke in the audience. In the context
of classical Indian dance and music, Rasa is central to creating an emotional connection between the performer
and the audience. Bharata Muni identifies eight primary Rasas in the Natyasastra, which form the foundation
of emotional expression in Indian performing arts.

RASA THEORY IN THE NATYASASTRA

In Natyasastra, Chapter 6 (Rasadhyaya), Bharata Muni defines Rasa as the emotional response experienced
by the audience through a well-executed performance. He identifies eight basic Rasas, each corresponding to
a particular emotion or sentiment:

“$rngarah karunah raudrah virah hasyah bhayanakah |
bibhatsah adbhutah caiva natye rasah prakirtitah ||” Natyasastra 6.33
(“The emotions depicted in drama are: love (Srngara), compassion (karuna), anger (raudra), heroism (vira),
laughter (hasya), fear (bhayanaka), disgust (bibhatsa), and wonder (adbhuta).”)

These Rasas are evoked through specific Bhavas (emotions or states of being) portrayed by the performer
using expressions, gestures, and movements. Each Rasa has an associated dominant emotion, and the
performer’s skill lies in expressing these emotions through the body, voice, and facial expressions.

THE EIGHT RASAS AND THEIR BHAVAS
Here are the eight primary Rasas, their meanings, and the corresponding Sthayi Bhava (permanent emotion)

that serves as the basis for each Rasa:

i. Srngara (Love/Attraction):
- Sthayi Bhava: Rati (love or delight)

- Srngara is often depicted in romantic scenes or through graceful and tender movements in dance. It is
associated with beauty, passion, and love.

ii. Karuna (Compassion):
- Sthayi Bhava: Soka (sorrow)

- Karuna represents empathy, pity, and grief. In dance and music, this Rasa is conveyed through slow, gentle
movements and melodic compositions that evoke sadness.

iii. Raudra (Anger):
- Sthayi Bhava: Krodha (anger)

- Raudra Rasa is associated with aggression, fury, and violence. In dance, this is expressed through sharp,
forceful movements and intense facial expressions.

iv. Vira (Heroism):
- Sthayi Bhava: Utsaha (enthusiasm)
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- Vira Rasa reflects courage, bravery, and valor. It is conveyed through powerful and energetic gestures in
both dance and music.
v. Hasya (Laughter):

- Sthayi Bhava: Hasa (mirth)

- Hasya Rasa expresses humor, joy, and laughter. In dance, this is shown through playful movements and
exaggerated expressions of amusement.
vi. Bhayanaka (Fear):

- Sthayi Bhava: Bhaya (fear)

- Bhayanaka Rasa evokes feelings of fear, terror, or anxiety. Performers use suspenseful movements, tension
in body language, and eerie musical compositions to create this Rasa.
vii. Bibhatsa (Disgust):

- Sthayi Bhava: Jugupsa (disgust)

- Bibhatsa represents revulsion and aversion. It is often expressed through contorted facial expressions and
discordant music to induce the feeling of disgust.

viii. Adbhuta (Wonder):
- Sthayi Bhava: Vismaya (astonishment)

- Adbhuta Rasa conveys awe, amazement, and wonder. In dance and music, this is expressed through
dynamic and graceful movements, often highlighting elements of surprise.

In addition to the eight primary Rasas, later commentators, including Abhinavagupta, introduced a ninth Rasa,
Santa (peace), which represents tranquility and contentment.

RASA IN DANCE
In classical Indian dance forms such as Bharatanatyam, Kathak, and Odissi, Rasa is the guiding principle for

Abhinaya (expression). Dancers evoke Rasas through body movements (Angika Abhinaya), facial expressions
(Mukha Abhinaya), and gestures (Hasta Mudras). The combination of gestures, expressions, and rhythmic
patterns allows the dancer to express various emotions corresponding to the Rasas, effectively communicating
with the audience.

For example, in Bharatanatyam, love and beauty (Srngara Rasa) might be expressed through soft, flowing
hand movements and tender facial expressions. In contrast, heroism (Vira Rasa) might be conveyed through
strong, sharp movements and an upright posture.

RASA IN MUSIC
In Indian classical music, Rasa is conveyed through the careful selection of Ragas (melodic modes) and Talas

(rhythmic cycles). Each Raga is associated with a particular time of day, season, and specific emotions, making
it a vehicle for the expression of a particular Rasa. Musicians, through the improvisational nature of Indian
classical music, evoke these emaotions in the listener.

For example:

e Raga Yaman is associated with love (Srigara) and is usually performed during the evening.

e Raga Darbari Kanada evokes compassion (Karuna) and is often used in solemn or reflective
compositions.

e Raga Bhairav can evoke feelings of devotion and awe, closely associated with Adbhuta Rasa.
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The specific use of Swaras (notes) and Laya (tempo) enhances the emotional depth of the music. Faster tempos
may evoke Hasya or Vira Rasa, while slower tempos with extended notes are more suited for Karuna or Santa
Rasa.

SANSKRIT VERSES RELATED TO RASA
Bharata Muni explains how Rasa is derived from the combination of different elements in performance. The

following verse is a key definition of Rasa in the Natyasastra:

“vibhavanubhava-vyabhicari-samyogad rasa-nispattih |’ Natyasastra 6.31
(“Rasa is produced through the combination of determinants (vibhava), consequents (anubhava), and
transient emotional states (vyabhicari bhavas).”)

This verse highlights the complexity of Rasa, explaining that it emerges from the interplay of external stimuli
(vibhava), the physical and emotional responses they provoke (anubhava), and fleeting emotions (vyabhicari
bhavas).

The concept of Rasa, as elaborated in the Natyasastra, is integral to Indian performing arts, particularly
classical dance and music. Through the expression of various emotions, performers can evoke profound
aesthetic experiences in their audiences, creating a deep emotional and spiritual connection. The Rasa theory
continues to be a guiding principle in Indian aesthetics, making Bharata Muni's contribution both timeless and
universal.

ABHINAYA: THE ART OF EXPRESSION

Abhinaya, derived from the Sanskrit root “abhi” (toward) and “naya” (to lead), translates to "the art of
expression™ in the context of Indian classical dance and drama. It encompasses the techniques and methods
by which performers convey emotions, narratives, and thematic content through physical movements,
gestures, facial expressions, and vocalizations. Central to the performing arts as outlined in the Natyasastra,
Abhinaya plays a crucial role in bringing characters and stories to life, enabling the audience to connect with
the emotional and aesthetic dimensions of the performance.

TYPES OF ABHINAYA
Bharata Muni categorizes Abhinaya into four primary types, each serving a distinct purpose in enhancing the

narrative and emotional expression within a performance:

Angika Abhinaya (Physical Expression):

This form of expression utilizes the body’s movements and postures to convey emotions, feelings, and
character traits. Dancers employ intricate gestures (Mudras) and body movements (Karana) to illustrate stories
and emotions, relying on rhythm and fluidity to engage the audience. For instance, a dancer might portray love
through soft, flowing movements or display anger with sharp, abrupt actions.

Vacika Abhinaya (Verbal Expression):
Vacika Abhinaya involves the use of spoken words, songs, and dialogues to express emotions and convey

meaning. The tone, pitch, and modulation of the voice play a significant role in delivering the emotional
content of the narrative. In a classical dance performance, verbal expressions may be used to enhance the
storytelling aspect, often supplemented by lyrical compositions that align with the depicted emotions.

Aharya Abhinaya (Costume and Makeup):
This aspect focuses on the visual elements of performance, including costumes, makeup, and accessories that

contribute to the portrayal of characters and emotions. Costumes not only represent the character’s identity
but also help establish the mood of the performance. The use of colors, textures, and designs can evoke specific
emotions or highlight the cultural context of the performance.
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Sattvika Abhinaya (Internal Emotion):
Sattvika Abhinaya refers to the internal emotions and feelings that a performer experiences, which are

expressed through subtle physical manifestations. This includes the use of facial expressions (Mukha
Abhinaya) and bodily reactions that reflect genuine emotional states. Bharata Muni describes Sattvika Bhavas
as the nine emotional states that represent the essence of human experience, such as joy, sorrow, love, and
wonder.

“sattvikah smrtir anganam sauksmyat samskrtah smrtih |
bhavakaranika jfianam pratyayah sadhanas ca te ||” Natyasastra 6.34:
(“The Sattvika expressions arise from the subtlety of internal emotions and are the foundation for the portrayal
of Bhavas.”)

THE ROLE OF ABHINAYA IN DANCE AND MUSIC
Abhinaya is essential for creating an engaging and immersive experience in classical dance and music. It

allows performers to transcend mere technical execution of movements and notes, enabling them to express
deeper meanings and connect emotionally with their audience. Through Abhinaya, the dancer or musician
becomes a storyteller, conveying the narrative's emotional landscape and thematic essence. In classical dance
forms like Bharatanatyam, Kathak, and Odissi, Abhinaya plays a pivotal role in conveying devotional themes,
love stories, and mythological tales. The dancer employs a combination of Angika and Sattvika Abhinaya to
embody the character’s emotions, immersing the audience in the narrative. In Indian classical music, especially
in vocal forms such as Ghazals or Dhrupad, Vacika Abhinaya takes center stage, where singers utilize their
voices to evoke emotions through lyrics and vocal modulation. The interpretation of lyrics, combined with
melodic expression (Raga), enhances the emotional impact of the performance.

Influence of Natyasastra on Dance Forms

The Natyasastra has profoundly shaped the development and practice of various classical Indian dance forms,
providing a foundational framework that combines theory, aesthetics, and performance techniques. Its
principles, particularly the concept of Rasa (aesthetic flavor), significantly influence how emotions are
expressed through dance. Bharata Muni articulates in Natyasastra 6.33 that the primary emotions conveyed in
performance, such as love (§rngara) and compassion (karuna), guide dancers in their expressive movements:
“$rngarah karunah raudrah virah hasyah bhayanakah | bibhatsah adbhutah caiva natye rasah prakirtitah || This
emphasis on emotional expression is vividly evident in dance forms like Bharatanatyam, Kathak, and Odissi,
where dancers skillfully employ Abhinaya (the art of expression) to convey nuanced emotions and narratives.

In Bharatanatyam, for instance, the precise gestures (Mudras) and intricate footwork reflect the Angika
Abhinaya as prescribed in the Natyasastra. The text states in Natyasastra 2.1: “nrtyam natyam ca samskrtam”
(Dance is a refined form of drama), emphasizing the interplay between dance and narrative. Similarly, in
Kathak, the use of storytelling through rhythmic footwork and expressive facial gestures is rooted in the
guidelines established by Bharata. The text's discourse on Sattvika Abhinaya highlights the importance of
internal emotions, with Natyasastra 6.34 stating: “sattvikah smrtir anganam sauksmyat samskrtah smrtih” (The
Sattvika expressions arise from the subtlety of internal emotions), underscoring the critical role of emotional
depth in performance.

The influence of the Natyasastra extends to the musical aspects of these dance forms, with the principles of
Raga and Tala intricately woven into their performances. The text’s detailed guidelines on musical
composition, as highlighted in Natyasastra 18.20, facilitate the integration of rhythm and melody, ensuring
that the dance complements the music harmoniously. Overall, the Natyasastra provides a comprehensive
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framework that continues to inspire and guide dancers, ensuring the preservation and evolution of classical
Indian dance forms while maintaining their rich cultural heritage.

INFLUENCE OF NATYASASTRA ON CLASSICAL MUSIC

The Natyasastra has had a profound impact on the development and practice of classical Indian music, shaping
its aesthetic principles, emotional expression, and performance techniques. Bharata Muni’s exploration of the
concept of Rasa (aesthetic experience) in music provides a vital framework for understanding how emotions
are conveyed through melodic and rhythmic structures. As articulated in Natyasastra 6.33: “srrgarah karupah
raudrak virah hasyah bhayanakah | bibhatsah adbhutah caiva natye rasah prakirtitah ||” (The Rasas
expressed in drama are also vital in music), this highlights the critical role of emotional connectivity in musical
compositions. In classical music, the principles outlined in the Natyasastra guide the selection and application
of Ragas and Talas, which are essential to conveying specific emotional flavors. Each Raga is associated with
particular moods and times of day, which align with the emotional responses articulated in the text. For
instance, Raga Yaman, often performed in the evening, evokes the sentiment of love (§rngara), while Raga
Bhimpalasi can express deep sorrow (karuna). The concept that music can evoke emotional states is reinforced
by the verse in Natyasastra 18.23: “sadhakanam anusarena talam vadinam yatha krtam” (The rhythmic cycles
are to be performed according to the emotional content), emphasizing the integration of rhythm with emotional
expression.

The Natyasastra also emphasizes the importance of Abhinaya in music, particularly Vacika Abhinaya, where
vocal delivery plays a crucial role in the emotional interpretation of lyrics. In Natyasastra 18.11, Bharata states:
“vacikanam dhvanir anya hi bhavasya pratyayarthakah” (The sound of the voice in vocal music is essential
for expressing emotions). This highlights how the nuances of vocal modulation and lyrical interpretation
contribute to the overall emotional impact of a performance. Moreover, the text provides practical guidelines
for musical performance, ensuring that the interplay of melody and rhythm resonates with the audience's
emotions. The influence of the Natyasastra on classical music continues to be felt, as its principles guide
musicians in creating compositions that evoke deep emotional responses while adhering to the rich traditions

of Indian music, thereby preserving and enriching its cultural heritage.

MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS IN THE NATYASASTRA

The Natyasastra not only serves as a foundational text for Indian drama and dance but also provides a
comprehensive framework for the integration of music within these art forms, emphasizing the significance
of various musical instruments. Bharata Muni delineates the types of instruments and their roles in enhancing
the theatrical experience, establishing a strong connection between sound and performance. He categorizes
musical instruments into three primary types: Vamsa (wind instruments), Tat (string instruments), and Ghana
(percussion instruments). This classification highlights the diverse sonic textures that contribute to the
emotional depth of performance.

In Natyadastra 18.7, Bharata states: “vamsanam nrtyam karsmayam dhvanim vyahrtam vidhaya” (Wind
instruments create a distinctive sound suitable for dance), showcasing the importance of wind instruments like
the Bansuri (flute) and Nadaswaram in creating melodic lines that complement dance movements.
Additionally, string instruments such as the Veena and Sitar are highlighted for their capacity to convey
intricate emotions through their rich tonal qualities. Bharata notes in Natyasastra 18.10: “tatah kathyam
vadyaradham sarathyam vatyam gatih” (String instruments produce sounds that enhance the expressiveness
of the performance), underlining their essential role in musical expression. Percussion instruments, such as
the Mridangam and Tabla, are emphasized for their rhythmic significance, contributing to the overall structure
of the performance. In Natyasastra 18.13, it is stated: “ghattita vadyatam dhvanyam nrtyanam samagamah”
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(The harmonious combination of rhythmic sounds elevates the dance). This indicates that the synchronization
of rhythm with dance movements is crucial for creating an engaging performance.

Through the nuanced portrayal of various instruments, the Natyasastra articulates the essential relationship
between music and dance, illustrating how different sounds evoke emotions and enhance storytelling in
performance. The insights provided in this ancient text continue to guide musicians and dancers in their craft,
ensuring the preservation and evolution of Indian classical arts.

CONCLUSION

The Natyasastra stands as a source of classical Indian dance and music, profoundly influencing the artistic
expressions that define these disciplines. By establishing a comprehensive framework that encompasses the
concepts of Rasa, Abhinaya, and the intricate relationship between music and movement, Bharata Muni's work
has provided artists with the tools necessary to convey complex emotions and narratives. The articulation of
various Rasas allows performers to engage audiences on a deep emotional level, facilitating a connection that
transcends the boundaries of language and culture.

Furthermore, the detailed discussions on musical instruments and their roles within performances underscore
the significance of sound in enhancing the aesthetic experience. By categorizing instruments and elucidating
their emotional impact, the Natyasastra has enabled a harmonious synthesis of music and dance, where rhythm,
melody, and expressive movements coalesce to create a compelling performance. The continued relevance of
the Natyasastra in contemporary classical arts is evident in the ways modern dancers and musicians draw upon
its principles to inform their practice. The text's teachings remain a vital source of inspiration, guiding artists
in their quest to honor tradition while innovatively expressing the essence of Indian culture. Ultimately, the
influence of the Natyasastra ensures that the rich heritage of classical Indian dance and music not only endures
but continues to evolve, reflecting the timeless nature of human expression through art.
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