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Abstract 

The Natyashastra, a foundational treatise on the performing arts originating from 

ancient India dating back to the period between 200 BCE and 200 CE. It is a leading 

text within the Indian epistemological framework authored by Bharata Muni, which 

provides a comprehensive examination of the theoretical underpinnings of 

dramatics and aesthetics. The rasa theory, which is central to the Natyashastra, 

classifies nine distinct emotional states or sentiments that emerge from the interplay 

of various affective stimuli. Natyashastra has had a profound impact on the tradition 

of Indian performing arts and has permeated contemporary discussions in the fields 

of aesthetics, philosophy, neuroscience, and performance studies. Its psychological 

foundations are intricately woven into the Indian knowledge system, reflecting a 

deep understanding of stage performance and human emotion. This review paper 

focuses on the intersection between Bharatamuni's Natyashastra and modern 

psychology, highlighting its relevance to contemporary psychological principles 

within the framework of the Indian knowledge system. By examining its key 

elements, such as the Rasa theory, the concept of Bhava, and the psychophysical 

techniques prescribed for performers, this paper reveals their alignment with 

modern psychological constructs. The review posits that Bharata Muni's insights 

into human emotions, behavioral expressions, and cognitive processes within the 

Natyashastra foreshadow numerous contemporary psychological theories and are 

deeply embedded within the Indian epistemological framework. By drawing 

parallels between the theoretical constructs of the Natyashastra and modern 

concepts such as emotion regulation, empathy, and cognition, the review 

underscores the enduring wisdom contained in this ancient text. It further discusses 

the implications of integrating the principles elucidated in the Natyashastra into 

contemporary therapeutic practice and educational methodologies, thereby 

underscoring the ongoing relevance and applicability of the Indian knowledge 

system. The review aims to bridge the deep insights within the Natyashastra with 

modern scientific inquiry, thereby enhancing the understanding of the human 

psyche and cultural expressions. Through a synthesis of historical and 

contemporary perspectives, this review contributes to a holistic appreciation of the 

Natyashastra as a vital element of the Indian epistemological framework and a 

valuable resource for advancing psychological well-being and human potential. In 

doing so, the review highlights the enduring significance of the Natyashastra within 

the broader discourse on Indian knowledge and the social sciences. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Bharatanatyam is an oldest classical dance form from India. Its origins are detailed in the 

Natyashastra, a key ancient text of Indian knowledge system written between 200 B.C.E. and 

200 C.E. (Vatsyayan, 1996). This text is based on the Sanatana Dharma and is credited to Lord 

Brahma, the Hindu deity known as the 'Creator of the Universe.' According to the tradition, 

Brahma, through a deep meditative state, combined elements from the Vedas to create the 

Natyashastra. This treatise includes content from the Rig Veda, musical aspects from the Sama 

Veda, facial and bodily expressions from the Yajur Veda, and aesthetic experiences from the 

Atharva Veda. The text was then compiled by the sage Bharata, laying the groundwork for 

different forms of Indian Classical Dance (Ghosh, 1950). 

The text meticulously details facial expressions, hand gestures (mudras), footwork (charis and 

gatis), leaps (uthplavanas), and other foundational elements, providing a structured framework 

for understanding Indian classical dance forms that follow the Natyashastra including 

Bharatanatyam, Odissi, Manipuri, and Mohiniyattam Kathak, Kuchipudi. The training regimen 

is rigorous, emphasizing the practice of bhedas (specific body movements) and mudras, which 

are instrumental in conveying emotions, narratives, and the intricacies of classical dance 

compositions (Ghosh, 1950; Chaturvedi, 2019). These dance forms offer numerous health 

benefits. The rhythmic striking of the feet in Bharatanatyam enhances foot acupuncture, 

improving blood circulation, immunity, and overall health (Sudhakar & Kanaka, 1994). 

Exploring psychological insights within the Natyashastra is valuable because it helps us 

understand how traditional Indian dance and drama affect our emotions and mental health. The 

Natyashastra gives us clues about how these arts influence feelings and creativity. By 

understanding this, we can connect ancient practices with modern psychology and see how 

classical arts can be used for emotional and mental well-being.  

The Natyashastra consists of 36 chapters that systematically delineate the principles of classical 

Indian performing arts. It addresses the origins and theoretical underpinnings of drama, 

focusing on the concept of Rasa (aesthetic experience), Bhava (emotional states), and Abhinaya 

(expression). It provides comprehensive guidelines on dramaturgy, characterization, stagecraft, 

choreography, music, and theatrical gestures, offering a detailed framework for the creation, 

performance, and analysis of classical Indian drama. 

The Natyashastra introduces the concept of Rasa, encompassing nine fundamental sentiments: 

love, joy, compassion, anger, courage, fear, disgust, wonder, and calmness.  
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Building upon the foundational and theoretical aspects of Natyashastra, the following section 

outlines the methodological approach used to systematically investigate the impact of 

Bharatanatyam, rooted in the Natyashastra, on various constructs like spirituality, embodied 

transcendence, and mindfulness practices. 

Methodology 

A comprehensive search was executed across several electronic databases including PubMed, 

Scopus, Frontiers, and Shodhganga, to gather relevant literature on psychological impact of 

Bharatanatyam. The search utilized specific keywords such as “Bharatanatyam”, 

“Natyashastra”, “psychological impact”, “rasa”, “mudras”, and “mindfulness”. These 

keywords were selected to gather a wide range of studies addressing the intersection of 

Bharatanatyam and psychological outcomes. The search strategy aimed at identifying peer-

reviewed research articles, dissertations and conference papers that explored the psychological 

implications of Bharatanatyam rooted in Natyashastra as an art form and its influence on mental 

health, emotional regulation and mindfulness practices. 

Inclusion and Exclusion criteria 

The review included peer-reviewed research articles, dissertations and conference papers 

published in English that specifically focused on Bharatanatyam as an intervention or a subject 

of study. Studies that examined the psychological impact, including the role of rasas, mudras, 

mindfulness practices in relation to Bharatanatyam, were considered relevant. While studies 

that were non-peer-reviewed were excluded. Furthermore, studies that did not directly address 

Bharatanatyam, Natyashastra or its specified themes were not considered for review. This 

helped maintain a clear focus on the psychological dimensions of Bharatanatyam rooted in 

Natyashastra. 

Screening and Selection 

The screening process involved two stages to ensure the inclusion of high quality and relevant 

studies. In the first stage, the titles and abstract of all located articles were reviewed to filter 

out studies that clearly did not meet the inclusion criteria. Relevant articles were then subjected 

to a full-text review in the second stage. During the full-text review, each article was evaluated 

thoroughly to confirm its relevance to the study themes, and only those studies that met all 

inclusion criteria were selected for the final review. 
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A narrative synthesis was conducted to integrate and interpret the findings from the included 

studies. Thematic analysis was employed to identify recurring themes and patterns related to 

the psychological insights in Natyashastra. This synthesis aimed to provide a comprehensive 

overview by highlighting common themes and unique insights to deepen the understanding of 

Bharatanatyam’s potential as a psychological intervention. 

Rasa 

Sage Bharata's elaboration on Rasa theory underscores the interplay of emotions and the 

creation of aesthetic experiences through dance and music (Grace,2006). The theory and 

practice of rasa is manifested in various performance art traditions, provide both theoretical 

and practical applications for the field of drama therapy. Rasa theory explores emotional 

experiences and aesthetic moods evoked by artistic expressions. In drama therapy, rasic 

approaches may enhance emotional literacy, affect regulation, and empathy (Sajnani & 

Gopalakrishna, 2017). Moving from the concept of rasa, the exploration of Indian Ragas and 

their intertwined rasas (aesthetic moods) further deepens the potential for therapeutic 

applications. 

Building on the concept of Rasa, which represents the emotional essence of a performance, the 

Natyashastra also explores the crucial role of Ragas (musical modes) and Ganas (song) in 

shaping this emotional experience. The interplay between Rasa and Raga underscores the 

holistic approach of the Natyashastra, where music and dance are harmoniously integrated to 

enhance the overall aesthetic and emotional impact of the performance. 

Music 

Indian classical music, particularly ragas, can potentially alleviate stress and psychosomatic 

ailments by modifying inner attitudes and evoking specific emotional states (Karuna et al., 

2013). Recent studies have established methods to evaluate rasa in non-lyrical, non-percussive 

Indian pure music, demonstrating its potential for emotion-centric music therapy 

(Gangopadhyay et al., 2022). Raga therapy, based on the aesthetics of Natyashastra, has shown 

promise in relieving stress, relaxing the mind, and addressing various psychological, 

neurological, and emotional disturbances. 

While Ragas have an influence on the emotional depth of a performance, the Natyashastra also 

focuses on the significance of Mudras (hand gestures). While music and Ragas establish the 
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emotional tone, Mudras offer a detailed system for conveying specific emotions and narrative 

elements through precise gestures. 

Mudras 

Hasta mudras, hand gestures used in Indian classical dance and yoga rooted in Natyashastra, 

have been explored as a therapeutic tool in dance therapy. Dr. Vijayapal Pathloth's research 

highlights hasta mudra therapy as a promising alternative therapy, integrating aspects of dance, 

yoga, and acupressure (Pathloth, 2021). Mudras are considered a form of kinetic energy and a 

visual mechanism of the hand, bridging the subjective and objective worlds through movement 

(Nair, 2013). The Natyashastra provides the foundational framework for these practices, 

emphasizing the expressive and symbolic potential of hand gestures in conveying emotions 

and narratives. 

Studies have investigated the use of mudras in dance/movement therapy with children, 

exploring their potential for enhancing self-expression and developing coping skills for stress 

(Bhargava, 2020). The therapeutic implications of mudras are rooted in the yogic concept of 

balancing the five natural elements in the body through specific finger combinations, which 

are believed to activate neural networks and chakras (Bhargava, 2020). This emerging field of 

research, guided by principles from the Natyashastra, combines ancient wisdom with modern 

therapeutic approaches, offering innovative methods for physical, emotional, and mental well-

being. 

Several Indian classical dance forms are deeply rooted in the principles outlined in the 

Natyashastra. Among these, Bharatanatyam, Kathak, Kuchipudi, and Odissi distinguish 

themselves for their adherence to its guidelines on expression, rhythm, and performance 

techniques. Bharatanatyam, originating from Tamil Nadu, emphasizes intricate footwork, 

expressive gestures, and storytelling. Kathak, from Northern India, focuses on the narrative 

aspects of dance through spins and storytelling. Kuchipudi, from Andhra Pradesh, combines 

rhythmic footwork with expressive narratives. Odissi, from Odisha, is known for its reefined 

movements and sculpturesque poses. They offer significant benefits and are integral to the 

Indian knowledge system. These dance forms not only preserve ancient artistic traditions but 

also contribute to holistic well-being by integrating physical, emotional, and spiritual elements. 

 

Mindfulness 
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Kabat-Zinn (1982), defines mindfulness as “the awareness that arises through paying attention, 

on purpose, in the present moment, nonjudgmentally.” The study by Shahane and Kurup 

(2022), explored the relationship between practicing Bharatanatyam, a dance form rooted in 

the Natyashastra, and mindfulness. It found that dancers exhibited higher levels of mindfulness 

compared to non-dancers, with mindfulness increasing with more years of practice, though no 

significant differences were found among groups based on practice duration. 

Practicing Bharatanatyam, rooted in the principles of the Natyahsastra and the Indian 

knowledge system, not only enhances mindfulness but also emphasizes aspects of spirituality 

and embodied transcendence. The dance form cultivates mindfulness by increasing present-

moment awareness and non-judgmental observation of one's thoughts and emotions. 

Additionally, Bharatanatyam fosters spiritual growth, allowing practitioners to connect deeply 

with their spiritual selves. It also promotes embodied transcendence, where the dancer 

experiences a sense of unity and transcendence beyond the physical self. 

Embodied Transcendence and Spirituality 

The intersection of dance and spirituality within the field of dance/movement therapy (DMT) 

can be done through integration theoretical foundations of Bharatanatyam with DMT principles 

to propose the theory of embodied transcendence. This framework connects the concepts of 

mind, body, emotions, and spirit from Bharatanatyam to the DMT context. It suggests that, 

with guidance from a therapist, a client can become an observer of their experiences, leading 

to transcendence and a deeper understanding of themselves and their circumstances. Further, 

the practice of Bharatanatyam can lead to a spiritual experience of oneness or "yoga" for the 

dancer, involving the transcendence of the physical self and a deep connection with the 

emotions and experiences of the dance. This spiritual experience can be shared with the 

audience, evoking a corresponding experience of "resonance" or "rasa" in them, thereby 

enriching the collective experience of both the performer and the viewers (Bajekal, 2020; 

Ramaswamy & Deslauriers, 2014). While Bharatanatyam's spiritual and psychological benefits 

are significant, its value extends beyond personal growth to offer educational advantages. 

Education and Technological approach 

Bharatanatyam, rooted in the Natyashastra, can be effectively integrated with education, 

enhancing the teaching of geometric shapes to young children by engaging diverse learning 

styles (Iyengar, 2015). Regular practice of this classical dance form also improves body 
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composition, fitness, and mental abilities (Rao et al., 2019). Additionally, Bharatanatyam’s 

expressive facial movements can be analysed using image processing techniques, revealing 

emotional changes that contribute to advanced emotion recognition systems (Srimani & Hegde, 

2012). This integration of traditional dance with modern technology and health benefits 

demonstrates the multifaceted impact of Bharatanatyam.  

Building on the educational benefits of dance forms, it is also important to consider their 

applications in health. The integration of traditional dance practices, such as Bharatanatyam, 

Kuchipudi, and Odissi, into various fields and programs offers promising therapeutic benefits. 

Cultural Identity formation  

Bharatanatyam, plays a significant role in cultural identity formation and preservation, 

particularly within the South Asian diaspora (Kumar, 2011; Kang, 2020). It not only helps 

maintain cultural heritage but also challenges traditional notions of culture by presenting it as 

a dynamic, creative process of meaning-making (Kumar, 2011). By adhering to the guidelines 

of the Natyashastra, this dance form serves as a medium for exploring and expressing cultural 

identity, allowing individuals and communities to connect with their roots while also adapting 

to contemporary contexts. This dynamic interaction underscores the importance of traditional 

dance forms in preserving and evolving cultural narratives within the global Indian community. 

Applications  

A study comparing Indian classical dances (Bharatanatyam, Kuchipudi, and Kathak) with 

neuromuscular training in children diagnosed with Down syndrome revealed significant 

benefits of dance interventions for motor skills and locomotor abilities (Raghupathy, Divya, & 

Karthikbabu, 2021). The study involved children aged 6–10 years, with one group participating 

in dance training and another undergoing neuromuscular exercises. Results indicated that dance 

significantly improved gross motor skills and locomotor abilities compared to neuromuscular 

training, though both methods similarly impacted balance. This highlights the effectiveness of 

Indian classical dance in enhancing motor functions and suggests incorporating such traditional 

practices into therapeutic programs could be beneficial. 

Bharatanatyam practice activates specific brain regions, connecting dance with neuroscience 

to deepen our understanding of creativity and therapy. The integration of Bharatanatyam and 

neuroscience reveals how structured dance movements may stimulate neural pathways related 

to creativity and emotional processing. Exploring this convergence bridges cultural and 
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scientific domains, enhancing our comprehension of how artistic practices affect brain function 

and psychological well-being. This integration offers innovative applications for 

Bharatanatyam in treating neurological and psychiatric disorders, managing stress, and 

advancing educational approaches, emphasizing the value of traditional art forms in cognitive 

and emotional health (Iyengar et al., 2021). 

A study found that six months of Kuchipudi dance significantly reduced psychological distress, 

neuromuscular issues, and lower back pain in participants. These findings indicate that 

Kuchipudi dance effectively improves both physical and psychological health, highlighting its 

potential as a valuable public health intervention for managing stress and musculoskeletal 

conditions (Konduru,2020). 

A 120-minute daily Odissi dance intervention over 4 days led to significant reductions in 

anxiety and stress among 103 college students. Pre- and post-intervention assessments using 

the DASS-21 scale and Heart Rate Variability (HRV) measurements showed notable 

improvements in both psychological distress and HRV parameters. These results suggest that 

Odissi dance effectively alleviates stress and anxiety, emphasizing its potential as a therapeutic 

tool for mental health management (Garg et al., 2023). 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this paper highlights the importance of the Natyashastra in the Indian knowledge 

system. As an ancient text that provides the core principles for Indian classical dance, the 

Natyashastra plays a key role in understanding and performing traditional dance forms like 

Bharatanatyam, Kuchipudi, Kathak, and Odissi. These dance forms, deeply connected to the 

Natyashastra, not only enrich educational experiences but also offer meaningful benefits for 

spiritual growth and health. By connecting the wisdom of the Natyashastra with modern 

scientific research, this paper shows how these traditional practices can enhance physical 

fitness, mental well-being, and overall quality of life, emphasizing the lasting value of the 

Natyashastra in both cultural and therapeutic settings. 
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