
How or why did you get drawn towards this 
topic of ‘how many 
bharatanatyam-s’?
It’s been a long process.  My education in 
Bharatanatyam evolved from a diverse 
base—I learned from Indians like Alarmel 
Valli, Malavika Sarukkai, Leela Ramanathan, 
and Guru Narmada, as well as emigrants like 
Ranee Ramaswamy of the Ragamala Music and 
Dance Theater in Minneapolis. When I began 
teaching students who had previously trained 
in styles/schools other than my own, I got an 
up-close view of differences. I felt the need 
then to know more about where these stylistic 
differences came from: how many formulations 
actually exist today, to what extent do they 
differ, and can they be referenced somehow? 
I scoured India’s bookstores and Harvard’s 
libraries – sastras, historical accounts of colonial 
and post-colonial times, scholarly discourse on 
the lineage of Indian arts, books on carnatic 
music theory, and even bharatanatyam 
conference proceedings. In the end, I found 
that depending on the source I consulted, even 
the basic tenets of bharatanatyam differed. It 
was very perplexing!

Why statistics? 
My search for clarity became a discovery of 
polarization, incompatibilities, and the politics 
of culture. In order to get down to the heart of 
what bharatanatyam is and is not, I realized the 
need for new questions and a new structure 
to answer them. We know the dance form 
has changed tremendously over time, but is 
it possible to identify the selection pressures 
that are shaping the form today? Furthermore, 
does bharatanatyam have a genetic signature 
that keeps it alive and distinct from other 
Indian forms? Through reframing my questions, 
[i.e.] conceiving of bharatanatyam as a living 
organism, I discovered that I already had 
the tools to answer them: Statistics was a 
field developed to measure and understand 
sources of variation. The title of my Fulbright 
study is ‘Decoding the Modern Practice of 
Bharatanatyam’.  

You said there was some “reaction” from the 
dance community?
There were those in the dance community who 

had difficulty 
digesting this 
[bharatanatyam-
statistics] 
composite; I 
was accused of 
artificially trying 

to combine my professions. In truth, it is the 
categories we create that are artificial.

What was your thesis or hypothesis when 
you set out?
I designed the study to be descriptive, or 
exploratory in nature, and as such did not 
seek to test a specific hypothesis. I set out 
to describe the practice of bharatanatyam 
across major [Indian] cities of concentration. 
Anticipating I would find a great degree of 
variation, I sought to determine if the diversity 
that existed could be explained by factors like 

style, gender, age, geographic location, etc. I 
constructed surveys that contained these types 
of demographic questions as well as questions 
on the execution of basic stances, views on key 
historical events, and values held in relation to 
what bharatanatyam should and should not 
be. In addition to the surveys, it was also very 
important for me to observe the respondents’ 
dance as a way to validate their responses.
 
So, what were these distinct ‘values’?
In modern India, bharatanatyam has become a 
means to uphold and display one’s connection 
to culture. Being adept in movement technique 
is not enough—a dancer must also be able 
to act, sing, and have intimate knowledge of 
ancient texts in order 
to be fully respected. 
Within this ideology, 
practitioners 
struggle to stand out, 
feeling constrained 
by the limited 
metrics available to 
measure their worth. 
To differentiate 
themselves, dancers 
rely on ‘spin’: for 
those who prefer the theatrical segment, nrtta 
becomes “mere acrobatics”; for others, nrtta 
itself contains great potential for expression 
and abhinaya is overt, “filmi” miming. Even in 
the execution of basic bharatanatyam stances, 
what is axiom to one is aberration to another! 

Whether these proclamations are associated 
with age (e.g. if preference for abhinaya is due 
to a limited capacity to execute nrtta), stylistic 
lineage, or other such characteristics will be 
determined through statistical analysis.

Exactly how will you apply statistical 
analysis to bharatanatyam? Surely, it has 
got to be different from the ‘Out of 55 
respondents, 3% wore red saris’ variety! 
My surveys are comprised of over a hundred 
variables. In order to parse through so much 
information, I will be using multivariate 
methods (regressions and factorial analyses) 
to explore which demographic characteristics 
can account for the variation observed in the 
other variables. I will also produce mappings 
and other visual representations of the data 
to provide another perspective through 
which to understand the diversity. Simple 
correlations, when utilized intelligently, can 
yield tremendous insight.  

You said some of your questions turned out 
to be ‘sensitive’ in the pilot run?
There were some questions that were not 
sensitive in their nature, 
but nevertheless seemed 
to cause uneasiness 
due to phrasing. For 
example, in response to 
the question ‘Have you 
ever received instruction 
in how to teach bharatanatyam?’ some 
respondents hesitated to answer ‘No’. I came 
to understand that they feared they would 
either discredit their gurus, or appear lacking in 

knowledge. When I rephrased the question to 
ask: ‘Have you ever received instruction in how 
to teach Bharatanatyam, or did you learn more 
through observation?’ I found I was able to get 
more accurate responses. I 
don’t believe the question 
as originally phrased would 
have caused such hesitancy 
in the U.S., as we don’t 
give the same weight to 
inheritance.

There were also sensitive questions I left 
untouched, as I knew that alteration would 
change the spirit of what was being asked. 
For example, the question ‘Do you believe 
sexuality has a place in bharatanatyam?’ was 

very delicate. To overcome 
uneasiness, I tried to create a 
comfortable atmosphere in 
which the respondents did not 
think I was judging them. I made 
sure that I did not visibly react—
whether through affirmation or 
negation—to their responses.  
Also, respondents were more 
comfortable when they did 
not feel confined by a ‘Yes/No’ 
answer choice – they clearly 

wanted the subtleties of their beliefs (shades 
of sexuality, sensuality, love, and aesthetics) to 
be captured for this question. The challenge 
for me, then, was to design a structure to code 
these variations.

What was the hardest part of your field 
research? Did you expect this?
Beyond the logistical difficulties, there were 
some participants who were skeptical of my 
intentions and even viewed me as competition. 
In the eight months I spent collecting data, I 
was quizzed on my knowledge of slokas, asked 
to perform on the spot, 
required to make fruitless 
visits, and [was] put 
through other such trials. 
In an environment where 
one needs to gain a leg 
up on the competition 
just to have a leg to stand 
on, faith in your fellow 
dancers can be shaky. 
Fortunately, once I met 
the participants in person, 
I was usually able to get them to relax.  In the 
end, I surveyed a total of 212 practitioners: 94 
teachers and 118 students. That was a LOT of 
rickshaw rides!

Where all did you go? And how did you 
select?  

Though it would 
have been nice to 
travel to some of the 
small towns where 
bharatanatyam 
supposedly 
originated, this 

was not feasible, nor would it have been 
representative of the bharatanatyam that 
occupies world stages today.

I set out to describe the practice of 

bharatanatyam across major cities of 
concentration. Based on the narthaki.com 
address bank, I identified the four cities 
with the largest numbers of institutions 

or individual 
teachers, and 
randomly selected 
respondents 
in these cities. 
In order, they 
were: Chennai, 

Bangalore, Bombay, and Delhi. [Then] due 
mainly to logistical reasons, I excluded Bombay. 
But the study was not compromised, as I still 
had two representative cities of southern India 
(where bharatanatyam originated) and one 
from northern India (to where bharatanatyam 
migrated).  

How was one city different from the other? 
Were they not all part of “unified India”? 
Just kidding! 
It’s funny you ask that, because the 
respondents themselves disagree on whether 
or not bharatanatyam has been influenced by 
regional Indian cultures, with many referencing 
a “pan-Indian” culture. Though I have not yet 
analyzed the data, I can tell you that there is 
a distinct dance culture in each of the cities I 
visited. For example, Chennai suffers the most 
from tremendous competition. In Bangalore, 
artists are better able to make ends meet 
because of more ticketed performances (most 
Chennai performances outside the December 
season are free to the public), but there is a 
subtle second fiddle syndrome there. Kathak is 
the competitor in Delhi, where bharatanatyam 
dancers feel the need to regionally-tailor their 
dance: more Hindustani ragas, Hindi lyrics, 
and north Indian poetry are incorporated. 
Likewise, each city in India will have its own 

flavor of bharatanatyam. I 
am using 3 major cities as 
a sample of the diversity 
that exists, and from them 
will try to extrapolate what 
is common throughout 
India, and what is regionally 
specific in bharatanatyam.
 
What was easier than you 
expected? More fun than 
you thought?

The rapid progress I made was due in part to 
the generosity of the participants, who invited 
me over for meals, showed me around the city, 
and gave me gifts. In a relatively short amount 
of time, I found myself intimately acquainted 
with the dance scene around India in a way 
that many of the participants themselves have 
not had the chance to experience.

Thank you, Aparna – keep us posted on the 
results! 
Thanks Chitra, I will.

Aparna Keshaviah is a US-based bharatanatyam 
performer/teacher and Harvard-trained biostatistician. 
Awarded a Fulbright scholarship to conduct her cross-
disciplinary research, including fieldwork in India, she is 
currently using statistics to probe bharatanatyam’s diversity, 
extension, and evolution.

I was accused of 
artificially trying 
to combine my 
professions!

Does bharatanatyam have a 
genetic signature that keeps it 
alive and distinct from other 
Indian forms?

I surveyed a total of 212 
practitioners: 94 teachers and 
118 students. That was a LOT 
of rickshaw rides!

So, 
how 
many 
bharatan-
atyam-s 
are out 
there?!

We may have generally given up speaking 
about traditional bani-s or gharana-s 
in dance but Aparna Keshaviah, a 
bharatanatyam practitioner and 
bio-statistician (and recipient of a 
Fulbright award to pursue this research), 
is attempting to ascertain using statistical 
methods, whether there exist truly different 
bharatanatyam-s!  How did it all come 
about, and how did it go? PULSEdance 
editor Chitra Sundaram asks her.
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