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Abstract  

There been a tradition of sculpting dancing females poses been installed on the outer walls and pillars 

supporting the main temple ,These dancing poses are sculpted with great skill and dedication   and devotion 

and when we see dancing sculptures been sculpted on the Hindu temples seems to talking to the devotees, 

It is an significant representation of communication   It seems that dancing sculptures on temple walls 

either inside or outside express a   language of devotion, It seems that body language of dance is invariably 

used in shaping the Hindu sculptures, even when they are not actually dancing. The fact that in Hindu art 

sculptures are not arbitrarily carved nor do they merely follow decorative principles of dance postures 

carved on the that to on some particular temple because of the considerable presence of dance amongst its 

sculptures.  
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At first glance it appears traditional dance and traditional sculptures were more or less limited to a 

compilation of postures and movements based on the traditional dance sou ,rces. Nevertheless, it sowed 

the seeds of the future interests and research: while trying to read the postures and movements carved in 

the stone, we realize that the use of the dance language endows the sculptures with a variety and richness 

of meanings that go far beyond the simple modulations of the limb Traditional Dance Traditional dance is 

part of the traditional system of knowledge and is codified in a corpus of texts (hindu book of knowledge 

dealing with dance , music  and theatre . Amongst them, the book known as Nātyaśāstra of Bharatamuni is 

the most authoritative and comprehensive. In the framework of the dance is one of the sixty-four traditional 

arts ,these sixty-four arts are considered veda-s, or minor Veda-s, and are part of a structure vi that has its 

source in the sacred Pra‘ava or Oṃkāra. From Oṃkāra ensued the Veda-s and the whole system of 

knowledge systematized in the  the Upanisad-s, the Purās down to the veda-s. In this way, framed in this 

perfectly coherent structure, arts necessarily share the content, origin and aim of the Veda-s. It is in this 

sense that dance too was meant to represent the path of reintegration of the individual soul into the Supreme 

and was considered fit for the association with the most sacred structure: the Hindu temple. This association 

of the temple with dance was mainly twofold: on one hand, dance was performed in the temple by appointed 

temple dancers and on the other hand, dance was represented in the temple sculptures. Through aesthetics, 

traditional dance symbolized the process of initiation and spiritual emancipation. This is stated in the 

traditional scriptures, the dancing sculptures: their iconography, their dancing postures and the architecture 

where they are installed. In general, the postures and movements of dance are invariably used to represent 
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the gods, goddesses and the other celestial beings of the Hindu pantheon when they are endowed with a 

human body. In particular, dance is an essential characteristic of the Apsaras-es, the celestial female 

dancers, whose meaning and essence turns out to be one with the meaning and essence of dance itself. In 

this way the investigation on the meaning and iconography of the Apsaras-es paves for me the way to show 

how the movements of dance constitute a fully developed language. In fact, the postures and movements 

of dance act like the voice of the sculptures, , the celestial female dancers, whose meaning and essence 

turns out to be one with the meaning and essence of dance itself. In this way the investigation on the 

meaning and iconography of the Apsaras-es paves for me the way to show how the movements of dance 

constitute a fully developed language. In fact, the postures and movements of dance act like the voice of 

the sculptures, the vii7 language in which the sculptures speak to the devotees in order to convey their 

spiritual meaning. Analysis of the Sculptures My analysis of the dance sculptures is based on Vatsyayan's 

pioneering work, especially her work on dance in literature and the arts and on the dance sculptures of the  

temple at Kumbakonam  Vatsyayan's knowledge and insight on traditional arts and in particular on the 

Nāṭyaśāstra make her work an essential landmark in this field of study. Although dealing but occasionally 

with the dancing sculptures, Vatsyayan's method of analysis can be successfully borrowed in any attempt 

to identify dance postures and hence her classification of the karaṇa-s according to the leg movement is the 

base for my reading of the dance movement carved in the sculptures considered in this artical.  

The Nātyaśāstra To fully understand the meaning and purpose of the Nātyaśāstra, it is necessary to consider 

it in the context of the traditional system of knowledge, to which it naturally and indissolubly belongs. The 

place of the Nātyaśāstra in the is that of an Upaveda. The word Upa-veda literally means “close to the 

Veda-s” and indicates a corpus of traditional knowledge that offer a practical experience of the Veda-s. 

The totality of the Upaveda-s has been divided into four different groups, each related to a Veda Saṃhitā. 

These are: Āyurveda (medicine), related to the ”gveda Saṃhitā . Dhanurveda (archery), related to the 

Yajurveda Saṃhitā . Gandharvaveda (music), related to the Samaveda Saṃhitā  . Arthaśāstra (politics), 

Śastraśāstra (military art), Sthāpathyaveda (architecture) or Śilpaśāstra (crafts) are, according to different 

sources, generally acknowledged as the Upaveda-s related to the Atharvaveda Saṃhitā. The Nātyaśāstra of 

Bharata is considered part of the Gandharvaveda, related to the Samaveda Saṃhitā. The Upaveda-s include 

all arts (kalā-s): traditionally these are considered to be sixty-four and their list is given in different texts 

with slight variations. The Nātyaśāstra is the most important text on traditional Indian dramaturgy. The 

term nātya indicates the representation of a theme on stage through speech, gestures and music (śabda-

artha, n•tya and sangita), while the term śāstram indicates a traditional knowledge transmitted from teacher 

to disciple. Every śāstra is structured in a way to support the achievement of its aim in the clearest way 

possible. In art, śāstra-s give the injunctions2 to be followed by the artist and by the spectators so that art 

can fulfil its aim. The text of Nātyaśāstra is a whole, self sufficient and cohesive system which is composed 

of thirty-six parts or chapters. The link between its parts is the depiction of rasa: the aim of traditional art. 

The structure of the text clearly shows its unitary character. The first and last chapters are soaked in myth 

and are connected to each other to show the divine nature of nātya. 

The whole of the Nātyaśāstra is subservient to the performance . The performance is the result and the 

essence of nātya: it is the moment when the communication between the actors and the spectators takes 

place. This communication is the potential carrier of rasa, the aim of nātya and the aim of all traditional 

art. Moreover, it is in relation to the prayoga that the concept of adhikārin becomes so relevant. 
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Dance is a Pilgrimage 

Complex symbolic meanings of traditional dance are traditionally associated with the concepts of passage 

and transformation. In particular, I will investigate how the term 'dance' is used with relation to the 

movement of the stones pressing the Soma stems during the Soma sacrifice described in the Ṛgveda. In 

this case, dance is essential for the success of the sacrifice: it is the movement that transforms the vegetal 

stems into the Soma juice, thus producing the result of the sacrifice. My main argument is that this 

transformative power is still the most fundamental meaning of dance, underlying all uses of dance and 

permeating all its sculptural representations the Apsaras-es are the celestial nymphs to whom the kaiśikī or 

gentle style of dance is entrusted by Lord Brahmā. Amarakoxa defines them as Devayoni-s or celestial 

spirits.71 They belong to a group of female spirits which also includes the Yakxinī-s, Yoginī-s, Śakti-s and 

others. They are represented in thesculptures of the temple’s walls and precincts in the form of beautiful 

young maidens. In their name the Apsaras-es carry the foundation of dance, which is movement,72 while 

in their powers and features they show the nature of the Divine Female Energy or Śakti. Literature describes 

how the Apsaras-es are able to exert their power (śakti) on all the divine beings by means of their 

movements (abhinaya, gati), moods (bhāvas) and glances (d•xti-s), that is to say the very fundaments of 

dance. Once the Apsaras-es emerged from the churning of the milky ocean: In the Nātyaśāstra, the dance 

of the Apsaras-es is called kaiśikī, the “graceful”, the “gorgeous”.76 The text narrates how the 

characteristics of the kaiśikī style (kaiśikī v•tti) were revealed in a vision to Bharatamuni by Lord Śiva 

himselfto express the flavour and feelings (rasabhāvakriyātmikā) relating to the sentiment of love 

(ś•ngārarasasambhavā). The divine active energy (śakti) residing in the body is activated by movement. 

Rasa is the result of movement. The different forms taken by this movement when it depicts rasa are the 

subject of the nātya śāstra-s. The movements of the hands and feet tune the physical frame of the body to 

express rasa which is the very brother of the Supremedifferent bhāva-s and rasa-s which they convey. They 

are thirtysix in number. Out of these, sixteen have a direct correspondent in the eight rasa-s and eight 

permanent moods (sthayibhāva-s). Just like the different emotions (bhāva-s) for which they act as a mirror, 

combinations of these eye movements can be used by the dancer to convey rasa. But their power is such 

that one glance alone is capable of giving the full flavour of dance, while many different actions would be 

required for any other part of the body to achieve the same purpose. When dance is represented in 

sculptures, certain adjustments have to be made to suit the characteristics of the material used: earth, wood, 

stone, plaster or metal. The movement which is described in literature and performed in dance is transposed 

in the material of the sculpture. Of course, the vivid movement of the eyes which is made up by the 

harmonious interaction of all the eye’s physical components and is shaped by the emotions conveyed by 

the dancer is lost in the sculpture to a great extent. Here, the eyes can be rendered only in their size and 

shape and the pupils in their position on the eyeball. At the same time, the bending of the eyebrows attains 

now greater significance. The eyebrow frames the movement of the eyes and allows its meaning to shine 

forth with authority and clarity. The power of these eyebrow-gestures is well  known in bhakti literature 

and is prescribed in the śilpaśāstra-s: “the eyebrows of Śrī-Lakxmī are arched, kuñcita” Both in their shape 

and meaning the eyebrows evoke the analogy with the architectural gateway arch (tora‘a): “Her eyebrows 

are the gateway to the auspicious house of Manmatha which is her face” .  The symbolism is a mutual one: 

for the Goddess appears in the middle of the tora‘a arch  When she is not found there, other symbols of her 

are present: aquatic animals, makara-s, lotus flowers and leaves, latā-s (creepers), purṇa kumbha (vase of 

plenty) and nadī devatā-s (river goddesses). These are symbols of the waters97 and they are placed at the 

points of passage in the temple: doors, windows, steps, arches. In such representations Śrī-Lakxmī resides 

as the essence (rasa) in the waters (apsu): she is the Apsaras. She dwells in the bending movement of the 

arch as the sap (rasa) of the tree. For every arched structure made by any material is nothing but an 

adaptation or elaboration of the first wooden structures made by the exploitation of the natural 

characteristics of the wooden branches and logs. The Apsaras-es are the subtle aspect of the wood out of 

which the arch is made.103 They are the very essence of the wooden structure where they move gracefully 

in the sap of the door-jambs and lintel.104 As such, when a devotee passes through these points, it is as if 
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he encounters the Apsaras-es' dance. Their dance celebrates the death from a profane condition, the 

purification through the waters symbolised in the arch jambs and the birth in a new immortal state. In this 

way, the dance of the Apsaras-es represented in the temple accompanies each passage of the spiritual 

journey of transformation and leads the devotee to the immortality symbolized by the garbhag•ha. The 

Apsaras-es and Their Symbolism: The Female Body and Its Status The transformative power of the dance 

of the Apsaras-es is intrinsecally related to their feminine nature. In the śāstra-s, Apsaras-es are considered 

not only the dancers par excellence, but also the female par excellence, their bodies undoubtedly setting 

the traditional standards for female beauty. The following chapter will be dedicated to an investigation of 

the symbolism of the female body in its physiology and its traditional ornaments. This is in order to show 

that the presence of the Apsaras-es with their bodies and their movements not only is essential for spiritual 

transformation to happens, but also activates this transformation. A clear analogy emerges between the 

dance of the female body and the dance of the pressing stones during the Soma sacrifice to the point that 

the female body is declared itself a Soma press. The last part of the chapter is dedicated to the analysis of 

the most relevant implications of this analogy. The interaction between Vāk and dance which leads to the 

formation of an immortal body is only effective because Vāk, the Goddess, is female. The female body is 

a vessel: it receives and it carries. Just as in Prakti, the Universal Substance, so in the female body, creation 

and regeneration take place. Vāk is the container of Soma, its vessel. This is why Vāk is the one best 

adapted to rescue Soma from heaven. At the beginning of the sacrifice, when Vāk was given as dakxi‘ā, 

the gods acted thoughtlessly: at that time, Soma was in the form of stems and did not need a  container. 

But now, after having been crushed by the dancing stones, Soma is in the form of a liquid, and hence it 

cannot be carried without a container. Without Vāk, who is the vessel, Soma would have been wasted. It 

is only by being carried in this vessel that Soma is able to maintain its power. That is why the Gandharva-

s want to possess Vāk, and, for the same reason, they want to possess all women. In fact, according to the  

Upanisad : “Prajāpati thought: let me make an abode for it (the semen): so he created the woman”.Hence 

the uterus is an equivalent of the Soma-vessel. And in the uterus of women, as in Prakti, the Universal 

Substance, both creation and regeneration take place. 

The Nātyaśāstra  defines the  dance as “nṛtta-aṅgahārasampannā”, telling thus that the dance is 

“characterized by the sequences of dance movements ” The dance are introduced in the dramatic 

performance by Lord Śiva. The Lord himself performed the dance made of aṅgahāra-s  “while dancing at 

the time of sandhyā, I have remembered this dance which is ornate with aṅgahāra-s made up of different 

karaṇa-s”. The Lord thus ordered Taṇḍu to instruct Bharatamuni in the performance of the aṅgahāras of 

dance. Born out of Śiva in this way, the aṅgahāra-s provide the foundation for both the kaiśikī and the 

taṇḍava, the two aspects of the Lord’s dance. The aṅgahāra-s is sequences of a variable number of karaṇa-

s the basic units of dance. In their names both aṅgahāra-s and karaṇa-s suggest the generic idea of a 

“movement”;would like to show how the language of nāṭya is used in the dancing sculptures to 

communicate with the devotees who go to the temple and for whom the sculptures are made. In order to 

do so, I will analyze the key concepts of bhāva and rasa in the way they apply to the realm of traditional 

dance/theatre on one side and to the realm of sculptures on the other. The idea is that the different bhāva-

s, or emotions, experienced not in real life but through the work of art, are the means by which the 

sculptures can communicate their spiritual and philosophical meanings to every devotee, even those who 

are not aquainted with the śāstra-s. The word bhāva derives from the root bhū-, “to be” and thus firstly 

indicates a state of being. The word is employed in the context of aesthetics with the meaning of emotion, 

feeling. In fact the traditional etymology given by Bharata is that: they are called bhāva-s because they 

“bring into being” (bhāvayanti, causative from the root bhū-) the subjects/purposes of poetry (kāvyarthān) 

with words (vāk),the body movements (aṅga) and the psychophysical states (sattva).The NŚ (VI) mentions 

a total number of fourty-four bhāva-s. Eight of them are sthāyi, permanent, “inborn in man's heart”:rati 

(love), hāsa (laughter), śoka (sorrow), krodha (anger) 

 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcspub.org                                         © 2015 IJCSPUB | Volume 5, Issue 1 March 2015 | ISSN: 2250-1770 

IJCSP15A1002 International Journal of Current Science (IJCSPUB) www.ijcspub.org 10 
 

utsāha (courage), bhaya (fear), jugupsa (aversion), vismaya (wonder). According to the NŚ, these eight 

basic feelings are experienced in the human mind in association with another set of thirty-three feelings 

that are impermanent, vyabhicāri, and include both psychological and physical states.305 The existence of 

both the sthāyi and the vyabhicāri bhāva-s is delimited by two factors: the causes (vibhāva) that arouse 

them and the effects (anubhāva) that they produce on those who experience them. Hence the three 

definitions of bhāva-s given in , It is defined as bhāva that which is manifested by the vibhāva-s and is 

understood by the anubhāva-s in the form of words (vāk), body movements (aṅga) and psychophysical 

states (sattva). It is called bhāva that which brings into being (bhāvayan) the bhāva of the poet by means 

of words (vāk), body movements (aṅga), changing of the color of the face (mukharāga) and psycophysical 

states (sattva). The expert in the art of theatre call them bhāva-s because they bring into being (bhāvayanti) 

in them the rasa-s, associated with the different modes of representation (abhinaya). We find  relationship 

between dance and sculpture by analyzing to which extent the language of dance can be profitably used to 

interpret the temple sculptures. For this purpose, I divide the sculptures into three groups. The first group 

(section 1) includes the “dance-like” movements, that is to say those sculptures that are not actually 

dancing, but still undoubtedly speak the specific language of dance. The second group (section 2) is the 

most important and includes the proper dance movements: these are sculptures representing an actual dance 

and typically consisting of a solo dancer surrounded by musicians. Finally, the third group (section 3) 

includes the n•tta-mūrti-s, the dancing forms of the gods and goddesses. The work of analysis and 

classification of all the movements represented in the sculptures is done mainly considering the following 

textual sources: 1. Nātyaśāstra of Bharatamuni 2. Abhinavabhāratī of Abhinavagupta 3. Sangītaratnākara 

of Śārngadeva 4. N•ttaratnāvalī of Jāya Senāpati In my analysis, I make use of Vatsyayan’s classification 

of the kara‘a-s as it appears in her work on the sculptures of the Śārangapā‘i temple at Kumbakonam . 

Vatsyayan’s classification turns out to be an effective tool to simplify the work                                 

  Conclusion  

I sum up the most relevant arguments discussed in my this article  in order to answer the main questions 

posed in the beginning: are the dance sculptures talking to the devotees through  And if they do, what are 

they saying?  I try to address the question from a theoretical point of view using the traditional sources to 

unveil some aspects of the complex symbolism of traditional dance. The survey of the traditional literature 

together with the study of the context in which dance finds its place in the temple show that the meaning 

of dance is traditionally associated with passage and transformation, in particular spiritual transformation. 

Traditional sources generally describe the path of spiritual transformation as a death of the ego followed 

by purification and a rebirth. In particular, the image often used is that of a “passage through the jaws (of 

death)” in which whatever escapes the clashing movement of the jaws becomes immortal. This clashing 

movement turns out to be of extreme relevance for the topic under study. Finding its better known 

expressions in the symplegades, the clashing rocks of mythology, the jaw-like movement is also clearly 

mentioned in the Ṛgveda as the movement of the stones pressing the plant stems during the Soma sacrifice. 

In particular, the Ṛgveda describes this movement as a dance : a dance that transforms the Soma stems into 

amṛta, the immortal. My aim is to prove that this is the most fundamental meaning of traditional dance, 

underlying all its representations.  Similarly, the presence of dance in the temple sustains and activates the 

process of spiritual transformation in the devotees who encounter it during their pilgrimage. Moreover, the 

survey of the traditional literature has shown that this characteristic of dance seems to be intrinsically 

related to the feminine nature and in particular to the shape, physiology, ornaments and ritual status of the 

female body. Hence a detailed study of the Apsarases , the dancers and also females par excellence, 

becomes essential in order to understand the purposes and meaning of traditional dance. Apsarases are 

inseparable from their dance to the extent that every detail of their iconography carries the ultimate meaning 

of dance. Apsarases' hair in particular turns out to be a striking symbol of the transformative power of 

dance: analogous to the sun's rays that prompt the cycle of water and life on earth, hair traditionally is a 

symbol of transformation. This symbolism is so important that hair gives the Apsaras-es' dance its very 

name: kaiśikī. The kaiśikī vṛtti or “the style [of dance] related to the hair (keśa)” is the dance (nṛtta) of the 
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Apsaras-es. Made up of different karaṇa-s and aṅgahāra-s , related to the sentiment of love ,the kaiśikī 

dance is the one mostly represented in the temple and hence the focus of this work.                
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