
Classical Dance Technique in Dance-drama-

Kumudini Lakhia

EVEN T HOUGII dance is an ancient and highly sophisticated form of
art in India the concept of dance-drama has not yet fully developed.
In almost all States in this country we have a dance-drama tradition
but eac h ha s remained confined to its cultural and religious sphere
and has not yet contributed to a dance-drarna movement on a

. nation al scale . There should now be an effort to review the existing
form s and to incorporate the styles in contemporary choreography.
With the variety of dance techniques. both classical and folk. at our
disposal we can employ a broad dance vocabulary Indian in style.
rather than imitate dance ideas which have evolved in other
countries. If a few of us committed to dance agreed to work in this
direction we could in the yearsaheadbringabouta dance revolution.
Western ballet began in France and modem dance in America; with
our dance heritage it should not be difficult to make a distinct
contribution to dance' as an applied form of art.

As my own training has been in Kathak I can speak only of the
application of Kathak technique in choreography. There is a
tendency to regard a classical style as something sacred and
inviol able. Any innovation or deviation from the prescribed form is
sacrilege. One has had to fight this altitude and face the consequ­
ences because neither our audiences nor the critics aTC yet ready for
any kind of change. It has been easy for dancers and critics to fall
back o n a formula. In my long association with Kathak I have see this

, dance style as a means of expressing any kind of human experience
or emotion which is the basic purpose of dance.

Very few dancers can make a distinction between dance and dance
technique. And they often fail to realize that technique is a means to
achieve expression. Our solo recitals therefore are an exhibition of
the technique and virtuosity of the dancer. The Kathak style lends
itself ad mirably for innovation on any given theme. The vocabulary
of Kathak is rich in possibilities for new dance expression an~

• Th is paper was presented in a seminar on 'Dance-drama: Traditional Usage and .
Contemporary Challenge' held 17-18 November 1985 in Delhi.~e seminar w~s
organizedby Sangeet Natak Akaderni on theoccasion of Nritya-Naoka, an all-India
dance-drama .festival presented by the Akademi 14-19 November.
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choreography. There is a wide nmge of a rm a nd hand movements
.wh ich are both flowing and incisive . the feet are very well trained for
quirk movement, and the body moves with ease unrestri cted by
bending of the knee s. In ubh inayz: stylized gestures of the hands are

'Iitt le used , th e facial expre ssions correspond to normal human
beha viour with out a ny special acce nt on ·head or eye movemen ts.
Because of th ese at tributes Kath ak provides wide scope and freedom
for new p,Hterns in dance.

I have recently made an experimen t using only the feel fOT
n..rrati on. Classical dance is seen as a kind of dance where the face
tells the story with the help o f h and gestures. The feel just hold up
the body and move it when necessa ry. .ln Kathak the feet have the
stro nger role of creating a ra nge o f rhythmic patterns and are
therefore very well trained . My ex perime nt was in using the feet to
express a mood and a ran ge of e motions. The result was very
interesting. Even without prior suggestio n of the story the spectators
were able to follow the mood a nd development of a relationship.
Here the possibilities offered by the te chnique of footwork were used
in a creative manner; technique not asan end in irself-c-projccticn of
the skill of a dancer-but a means to an end. Again I have
experimented with hands alone. The single hand and the two hands
move, but without referen ce to the prescribedhasta-bheda of the
s;isrras. Here the hands are used na turally as we use them offstage 10

convey an idea or emotion , as a n exte ns ion o f speech throu gh
movement unaided by facial expression .

This was an experiment hig hlighting the fact,th at the technique of
classical dance was not sac rosanc t but co uld and should be
.innovative lv used. There is a lot of work still to be done on rhese
lines. The ·ma ste ry of a part icular style o f dance should -nol be
restrictive, I se nse no restriction workin g freely in Kathak; in fact it is
a challenge . .

Lim itat ions in dance -are often of our own creation . I-.think .t he
responsibility lies on the d an ce community in India-we th_e
dan cers. the critics , the institu tions promoting dance, the dance
purists and of course the society . However it is also for us all to usher
m a new era; a difficult task, indeed. but we have (0 make a .
begi nn.ing somewhere so why not now?

I .hav·e put down here some sugges tions one could give a thought
to If one . were to crea te a n ap p ro p ria te environment for the
development of better dance-drama. .

I . A syste matic documentation of each style of dance should be
car ried out using [he a ud io-visual media . This cou ld ser\'e as source
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material and valuable reference for choreogra phers. ChOTt'(}­

graphers are restricte d to the style the'}' are (min ed in. This often leads
to repetitious movement, the same movements in different composi­
tions demanding totally differe nt treat ment.

Th ere is a mistaken notion that a dance-d rama must have a story.
with the result that the narrative aspect of dance almost always
dom inates and restricts pu re movement. O ften the o nly difference in
a dance-drama is that it is a group dance in classical style; instead of
the soloist doin g bhii va we get a group of dan cers performing
together. In abstract dance com positions we again get a group
performing a traditional tub-a or tihJ; in place of the solo dancer.
This kind of composition can not lead to th e development of
cho reogra phy where the basic eleme nt of a dance style can be used
to varied creative effect.

I can speak from my own experi en ce. Trying 10 get away from
thematic dance I composed Dhabkar (Pulses) in ·1973. an abstract
composition without a story, It begins with a slow and swaying­

·movement which travels from the feet to the torso, limbs and head.
From one dancer the movement gradually spreads to the other four,
each movement of the leader echoed by the four dancers one by one:
T he movement spreads like a ripple a nd grows into a wave. Here the
wh ole group is involved. If we are working with groups we should
see what we can do to create new patterns and images in dance.
. In narrative compositions I have tried to work on contemporary
th emes ra ther than mythology. One such composition is Duvidha
(Co nflict), the tale of a middl e-aged middle-class housewife-the
realit y of her li(e a nd her dreams. I expressed this dichotom y using
two different styles of Kathak, the mu sic altern ating belween
classical- Hindustani and electronic. Since this was the first time
electronic music was used in classical dance the Tim es of India c~lic
gave mea lot of space in his column. saying I was taking Indian
dance "from the sublime to the ridiculous", \,'e arc so used to the
sublime! I chose to read this criticism as "If ) 'OU move an inch from
wha t I have decided is d assical Indian dance I sha ll write rou off."
The challenge was accepted. To what extent can we be slaves of
accepted forms and norms? Can we not dance without stick.jng the
label of a guru or gharana on our forehead s? It took 20 long rears
and a lot of determination to prO\·e th at cha nge can be for the better,
even within a given framework. T he same critic paid rot." a
complime nt recently saying that the only worth-.....hile con tribution
to Kathak cho reography carne from me . It is not en ough o nly for
dancers. choreographers and teachers to work toward~ the ~evelop­
rnent of a style; critics and audiences also have to contribute III equal
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2. In the guru-si$ya tradition as also the method followed by most
schools teaching classical dance. the accen t is on training a student to
be a solo perform er. The long )'ears spent in mastering a technique,
in acquiring virtuosity an d skill, ar c hard and taxing ; one can only
emerge from such training as an individual. It is psychologically
impossible to share the fru its with an yon e else. This is one of the

. reasons why trained dancers do not easily agree to -participate in
group dances. Some even say it is beneath their dignity to do so.
Where then do we find the dance rs for group dance?

One way to deal with the problem would be to introd uce parallel
training programmes in schools-a general course for dancers who
would be absorbed in dance groups later and a specialized one for
solo performers, both courses planned on the same basis. Our
present courses do not incorporate exercises from other disciplines
of body culture such as yoga, eu rh ythmics, etc. If these were
introduced students would gain flexibility and adjust better to the
demands of contemporary cho reography.

It is my personal experience that no matter how well an individual
is trained it requires a total change of attitude, both of the body and
mind, to meet the demands of workin g with a group. I have seen
dancers who are extremely good in classrooms unable to project
themselves onstage in relation to space and purpose. What they lack
is stagewort hiness. This lack can be made good if we modify the
existing courses to prepare dancers to meet the demands of group
produ ctions.

3. Our classical arts "call for a highly refined sensibility. Our dancers
and dance teachers are lacking in th is respect because most of them
have no access to a broad general education or exposure ( 0 a range
of ideas which ' develop all the"faculties. At th e training stage we
provide them with lengthy accoun ts of the glory of the past but do
not en courage them to look around themselves, see present-day
society and its preoccupations . and relate these to their discipline.
There is need to develop in da ncers an awareness of the environ ­
ment in which the y work an d grow: Knowled ge of the past is an
essent ial basis for understanding th e present but should not be an
obsta.cl: . Placing classical dan ce on a "pedestal does not conduce to
crea uvuy and makes it difficult for the common student to learn
dance in its totalit y. T his is a problem which calls for urgent
attention. . . '

" For years I have seen Kathak da ncers behaving in a r:nanner which
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lowers th e prestige of the dance and at the end not even dancing
welt. Perha ps not much can be done about it but at least govern ment
agencies in charge of culture should not condone such behaviour by
aq;:uing that alt this is part of the Kathak milieu. Unfortunately for
Kathak and for dance in gene ral these dancers are presented with ·
prestigious honours. If this is the milieu let us change it quickly
because it never belonged to us.

We ha ve a responsibility to the generations to come. Duty
demands that we set down norms of conduct which will bring pride
and dignity to Indian dance. Only if we agree on what isaesthetically
Indian can we begin to make a collective effort to create an
awareness of what is fit and proper.

4. In the past dance was patron ized by the upper classes. the learned
and the pri vileged. It was practised in religious places and was often
an expression of devotion. As against this at present dance is
exploited on the stage. television and films to satisfy the lowest
instincts of man. This degradation has occurred graduall y. We will
not go into why it happened. It has happened in every sphere and at
every level of Indian life. But collectivelywe could make an effort at
least to curb the vulgarity with which the human body isexposed and
exploited in the name ofdance. The commercial cinema is the worst
offender. Film-makers claim that the masses demand vulgarity and
cinema only an swers the demand. I have heard dance directors in
films say that even if they wanted to they could not improve the
standards of dance in films given the themes and pressures from
financiers, the stars and the box-office. They may be right, but only
up to a point. There isalways room for improvement . For the sake of
first-hand experience I agreed to direct dance in a film and felt there
was room for improvement. People are not as rigid as theyare made
out to be. There can be better choreography in films. Unfortunately
the entire film industry is ruled by a handful of people who feel
threatened if any reforms are sought to be introduced. As cinema is

. the most powerful of the mass media we could all work towards
generating in filmdom a better attitude to dance. The help of the
Censor Board could also be sought.

I have suggested to some television producers that they make '
special dance films for TV. The existing films are poor. When the
camera focuses on the face or feet or hands and shows them in
close-up it is invariablyat the wrong moment for the producers have
little knowledge of dance. The only alternative is to have films made
specially for television screening by producers who are knowledgeable
on dan ce. At present Doorda:rshan does not even lake any ad vice on
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dance productions. One' of the ma ny producers is put in charge of a
dance programme, whe ther or not he has any int erest in dan ce. The
re sulting poorly shot T V film which shows .truncated parts of the '
bod)' in motion without any rela tion to the movement or rhythm of
the dance is all that we get to ~e.

5. Dancers today have to fend for th em selves if they want to become
professionals. We have no age ncies or impresario. whose help is
ava ilable . HDW can an ind ividual who has for years been occupied in
tra ining be expected simultaneously to make the proper contacts for
his future career? Performances are offered eith er by government
departments or clubs most of which are con tro lled by bureaucrats
with little knowledge of dance. The criter ion therefore is personal
contact rather than talent . Unless there is professional management
of dance this situation will continue. Young dancers now do not
know how to go about getting work or to plan a career in dan ce.

There are few dance groups which can offer employment to
professionals on reasonable salaries as the ir own survival is uncer­
rain. A few institutions get financial assistance from the Gov~rnment

of India to run professional dance groups. II} addition to this every
State in India should also fund a dan ce grDup, A great deal ofmoney
is spent by the State Akademis on programmes which are outdated;
these funds could be diverted to create j obs for artistes.

If dance is seen as an integral part of Our society it should be part ,
of our educational system too . It should be tau ght in schools and
colleges, and more universities th an now sho uld have faculties Df
dance. This would not on ly employ a number of dancers but raise
the level o f understanding of dan ce a nd make it accessible to all.

6. If on e were to take a look a t brochures o f dance programmes
from as earl y as the 1930s one would find the 'name of the dance

. director appearing at least thrice in various capacities. They wrote
the mu sical score, did the costumes and the decor too . Either th ey '
really believed the y were capable of doin g everything themselves or
the y did not trust anyone else. The situa tion is' not very different
today. It is not necessary or possible for one person to be a master of
all aspects of production . In ' Western baller we ha ve a chDren­
grapher'-muslc composer, costume designer, set designer-each a
ma.ster of ~is craft. They come together to produce a ballet with each
anlSl . making s.eparate contribu tions to a sin gle work of an.

This is something we have never tried to und erstand. There are
peculiar complexes at work here. If a good musician were to help a
dancer his rating would go down, o r why should a painter be wastinl(
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his time designing sets and costumes for a dance-drama? OUT critics
too are to be blamed for th is. They will go into raptures over the
~horeography and single out every dancer for praise yet completely
Igno re the music or the costumes and lighting which are an integral
part of the production . This creates the feeling that everyt hing other
tha n dan ce in a dan ce-drama has a seconda ry place. If we want good
da nce-drama we will have to collaborate with artists of high calibre
from different d isciplines.

The interdiscip linary approach has to begin not o n the stage but in
social life whe re dancers meet "Tilers. poelS. painters. architects.
pla ywrights. actors. etc. T h is exposu re to ot her a rt form s and the
experiences of other artists widens one's horizons and creates a
better understanding of one's OW~ potential.

7. To be able to appreciate an art one must have a basic knowledge
of it. Dance is not understood by the larger section of audiences
unless th ey follow the story. One has seen large audiences totally
absorbed in dance-dramas based on mytho logical themes, The same
da nce-d ramas in a different part of the country would not draw the
same response. If dance were int roduced at school level those who
get the opportun ity to learn it may not all become dancers but they
will eventua lly be able to understand and ap preciate dance. By dance
education I do not mean a rigorou sly inculcated classical system but
a new system concentrating on body culture. One has o n I}' to stand at
a roadside and watch people walk past to realize that at least 98 per
Cent of them do not carry themsel ves well and often have a fau lty
walk. We are not broug ht up to be aware or proud of our bodies .
Most Indian children, especially girls. are shy of their bodies. Dance
ed ucation in schools sho uld aim at body cuhure through dance
movement.

The Gove rn ment of Gujara t has introduced dance as a discipline
at school level fro m the academic year 1986. T his is a positive step'
towards the acceptance of dance as an important pan of our social
and cultural life. If all the States in India did likewise it would
generate better understanding of dance in the lon g run . But where
shall we find the teachers? We sha ll have to train teachers, we shall
also have to evo lve a whole new technique for children. Group dance

. in schools is usually on particular occasions and for the benefit of a
chief guest. We can reverse the priorities and let th e children enjoy
dancing for themselves. There is some: amoun~ of dance in schools
but non e in th e colleges or universities. You ng people today do ~ot
know the use of their bodies as a vehicle of expression. There IS a
grea t deal to be done in this d irection . It needs however prior .
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research on the kind of curriculum to be introduced as also trained
and motivated teachers. The curriculum has to be simple and
interesting so that young people do not try to escape it.

8. There has been a long-standing complaint that dancers are not
interested in reading. It would be more accurate to say that
traditionally dancers have not been oriented towards reading..But
toda y the situation is changing as man y educated young people are
taking to dance; all they need is proper direction and guidance.
There is however very little published material which can be
prescribed for a dance student, read ing which would .enhance his
knowledge and understanding of dance. Institutions of dance could
be encouraged to sponsor research and publication of books on
dance as well as newsletters with dance news since there is very little
information on what is happening in dance in other parts of the
country, leave alone the world. It is necessary to foster in young
dancers a sense of enquiry so that they come to know more about
happenings in their field of work. Teachers, critics and choreo­
graphers must write for dancers in a language and style initiates can
follow.

There are critics who write more ~ith the idea of airing their
knowledge than talking constructively about dance. They fail to look
at dance without being biased by dancers and styles. We must have
constructive criticism from knowledgeable people to ensure the
healthy growth and future of dance. Some of our dance styles are
becoming decadent and need a thorough spring cleaning with the
wire-brush treatment. This is not a task that can be left to the dancers
themselves , because they perform onl y in a manner accepted by
audiences and critics, but a specialized job for those who are really
int~~~sted in d~n(e and its survival. Universities could provide the \
facilities for basic research and encourage scholars to write on dance.
There is a dearth of writers , so special efforts must be made to

encourage people to write. In the initial stages we may not get very
good results but consistent research and collection of material will
yield fruit in the long run.

Grants should be given to every inst itution for a library which may
be helped with lists of important books and journals. In fact Sangeet
Natak Akademi could encourage publication of books on dance by
making bulk purchases"; ' the books purchased could then be
distributed to the libraries. Institutions should be encouraged to

• The Akademi has bern doing this from its inception: boob on music and drama are
also purchased by way of publicat io n subsidy- Ed'- . _



From The Peg. a dance-drama choreographed by Kumudini Lakhia, presented in
Nrirya-Natika-c-an Akademi-sponsor ed all-India dance-drama festival J4-19
November 1985. _



From Keibul Larnjao choreographed by Chaotombi Singh: Nritya-Natika.



From .Va;i h Vil,u chor eographed
by Birju Maharaj : Nritya-Narika.



Ganga choreographed by Mrinalini Sarabhai: Nritya-Natika.
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publish newsletters, perhaps modest in the beginning, tied to a
scheme for sharing both practical and theoretical knowledge. We
have a wrong noti on that funds spent on a project must yield
imm ediate return s. Experience has shown that a change of attitude
or a whole new mo vement takes years of continuous work to get off
the ground: .

9. We ha ve now reached a stage where it is essential to set up a
national school of dance. Such a school would be a signal service to
Indian choreography. It need not teach classical dance for solo
performance. Teachers of all classical styles could instead train
students for given pe riods to enrich thei r knowledge and vocabul ary
of dance. Some of our folk dances and lesser known dance forms
could also be taught in the school. This would increase in students
the flexibility of body so essential for the varied demands of
choreography. The school would produce group-dance numbers or
dance-dramas on various them es, abstract and narrative, traditional
and mod ern, of sho rt du ration and long. T his would encourage
other institu tions in the field and generate employme nt for young
dancers.

One of the reasons why we are no t producing enough dance­
d ramas is that cho reographers do not find versatile dancers. For this
we ne ed a trainin g institution at the national level. It is impossible for
private schools to cope with more than one technique mainly
beca use of th e expenses involved.

10. Classical dance should have no comp laint of not getting its due.
In the past 20 years it has been promoted by both govern ment and
private agencies which have provided large-scale sponsorship at
major festivals and seminars. Dance-dra ma on the other hand has
been totally neglected . The reason really is that we have not
produced much work of any grea t merit.

The problems often relate to funding. Institution s doing creative
work today suffer from lack of funds whereas those with known
names at tached to the m, whethe r or not the y prod uce new work of
any value, continue to receive government aid. This is misuse of
money. investment which will bring no returns eve n in the distant
futur e. Th en there are commercial organizations arranging pro­
gra mmes for young dancers and cheating them. Schools also deceive
students by selling package programmes for instant stage appea r­
ance. All this will lead to deg eneralion unless every person
connected with dance takes his respo nsibility seriously.

Fifteen years ago Kathak was in bad shape . Dance pu ndits had
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predicted total ruination of the style. But the Kathak Kendra with
Pandit Shambhu Maharaj on staff did some pioneering work and the
situation was saved. Later Pandit Birju Maharaj joined the faculty.
With careful planning on the part of its former Director Keshav
Kothari the Kendra launched in 1980 the annual Kalka-Bindadin
Kathak Mahotsava-a platform for all who practised Kathak. This
brought to view the best and the worst, set standards and stimulated
discussion. Ifjust one festival can produce such results can we not,
given commitment on the part of all involved, look forward to the
growth of Indian dance? This would be the base of a dance-drama
movement in the country. 0




