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Background

In prologues to performance, the announcer inevitably lauds Bharatanatyam as “pure” and 
“ancient,” with roots over two thousand years old. Such mantras originated in the 1930s 

to help legitimize a newly classicized version of this south Indian dance form by sublimat-
ing sexual undertones and canonizing a single structure. Decades later, repetitious talk of 
“unbroken tradition” and its associated cultural weight have stymied creativity. Now, in 
contemporary India, deliberate creation of new formulas—“change for the sake of change”—
is largely frowned upon. Significant exploration (particularly in performance production) 
begets whispers of cheap cinematization or worse yet, “Western commercialization.” Fearing 
labels of inauthenticity, practitioners recycle staid vignettes to maintain the status quo. The 
end result is that bored audiences are leaving midstream, and sponsors are funding more 
popular, Bollywood-inspired works.
 To fully capture the existing state of dance, beyond anecdotal proclamations prone to 
reporting and selection biases, a hybrid study combining scientific observation with artistic 
nuance was required. Rigorous survey methodology, followed by statistical analysis, was ap-
plied to Bharatanatyam in order to (1) characterize the diversity in practice and interpretation 
of “tradition” around modern-day India; and (2) identify drivers of diversity and, in particular, 
bases of conservative attitudes that lament change. If a truly unified Bharatanatyam with 
consistent traditions exists, then these traditions should be measurable and comparable across 
India and should emerge in the analyses.

Difficulties of Reconciliation

Much of the difficulty faced by Indian dancers today stems from a refusal to reconcile the 
presumed traditions of a regional dance form within a hybrid, globalized context. During 
the 2006–2007 Chennai Dance and Music Season, spotlight lecture-demonstrations show-
cased a rather superficial assemblage of aesthetic preferences, distracting costume ideas, and 
the clearly lingering physical fitness of venerated dancers. Such frivolous use of main-stage 
platforms does little to forward the field or address widespread concerns over increasing 
disinterest in classical arts and the lack of remunerative opportunities within India.
 Even when conferences have been convened to address Bharatanatyam’s growing pains, 
debates reduce complexity and sidestep the issues. Dancers polarize discussions into binary 
categories—Tradition vs. Innovation, India vs. Other (Keshaviah 2007)—or loosely describe 
tradition as a “perennial river” with ever-changing tributaries (Narasimhachari 1998). Most 
commonly, though, they dismiss precise definition altogether by easily declaring that “what 
we refer to as ‘then’ was in its time a vital ‘now’” (Samson 1998).
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 The existing literature is also difficult to decipher, with authors’ preferences often passed 
off as custom, undifferentiated from Bharatanatyam’s historical practices. Additional problems 
stem from (1) the citation of multiple sastras (ancient scriptures) as the source of tradition; 
(2) discrepancies between these sastras in the definitions of basic tenets, such as the number 
of mudras (hand gestures) or the categorization of adavus (alphabetic steps); and (3) multiple 
languages being used to describe the same tenets. To achieve any real understanding of tra-
dition around India, it is essential to have a consistent metric, one that can directly capture 
the interpretations of Bharatanatyam on stage and in written and spoken discourse.

A Scientific Metric

From November 2006 to June 2007 survey methods were employed to gather data on Bhara-
tanatyam’s core elements from dancers around India. Questionnaires were crafted following 
Total Survey Design principles. While any collection of questions may comprise a survey, 
psychological and sociobehavioral research has demonstrated that language choice, question 
ordering, mode of administration, and other seemingly peripheral factors can guide response 
as much as, and sometimes more than, does actual opinion (Koppell and Steen 2004). If 
principles of Total Survey Design are properly implemented, however, a survey can provide 
a consistent, reliable, and valid metric.
 Several survey design principles help ensure accurate data capture. Attention was paid 
to language (with both Sanskrit and English terminology used) to ensure questions were 
nonleading, nonthreatening, and understandable to non-native English speakers. Both 
closed- and open-ended questions were incorporated to balance between consistency of 
collection (and therefore ease of analysis) and freedom of input. Internal validation was 
built-in, whereby multiple questions intended to measure the same concept were included in 
order to test whether response is tied to wording, or whether a question is truly measuring 
underlying belief. Finally, external validation was conducted by comparing survey responses 
to the author’s observation of classes and performances.
 Tailored separately to teachers and students, the questionnaires consisted of approximately 
fifty questions on demographics, execution (ideal body positioning in basic stances), values (in 
relation to Bharatanatyam’s cultural context), knowledge (of historical texts, formative episodes, 
and salient figures), and pedagogy. Surveys were piloted on both teachers and students to en-
sure comprehension, examine the spread of responses so as to better inform answer choices in 
closed-ended questions, and test survey length and mode of administration. During revision, 
artful nuance was required to adapt principles of good survey design to Bharatanatyam and 
Indian cultural cues while maintaining reliability and validity of the survey instruments.
 To guarantee an absence of selection bias, participants in the study were randomly chosen. 
A list of Bharatanatyam teachers and institutions (collated from narthaki.com and other 
such address banks) was input into a computer-generated algorithm to randomly select po-
tential respondents in three cities with some of the largest concentrations of teachers/schools 
around India. Additionally, these three cities—Chennai, Bangalore, and Delhi—represent both 
southern and northern cultures in India. Over the span of eight months, questionnaires were 
administered to 212 practitioners (94 teachers and 118 students) at 64 institutions. Teachers were 
largely interviewed in person to minimize the burden of participation for a predominantly 
older population, while surveys were self-administered by students under direct supervision. 
Respondents were allowed to skip questions they were not comfortable answering, and all had 
the option of anonymity (essential for obtaining thoughtful, honest answers).
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 Statistically, notions of uniformity can be conceptualized as deviations from random-
ness while diversity is termed variation. Unlike in hypothesis-driven studies, the objective 
of this study was not to measure a targeted outcome. Instead, the goal was to produce a 
detailed cross-section of Bharatanatyam as it is taking shape in classrooms and on stages 
today. Statistical analysis was comprised of frequencies to quantify diversity, and univariate 
and multivariate regression models (with 5 percent and 10 percent error rates, respectively) 
to identify significant drivers of the variation observed. Analyses were conducted using SAS, 
version 9.1 (SAS Institute, Cary, NC).

Diversity, Discord, or Disarray?

Teachers interviewed range in age from twenty to eighty-one years old, with both males and 
females represented. Some are heads of major institutions while others are student teachers, 
but the vast majority dedicate themselves full-time to Bharatanatyam, having taught for 
ten or more years and still performing. Students who participated in the study are mostly 
female, ranging from thirteen to forty-three years old. Two-thirds have completed their 
arangetram (graduation-like solo recital), and about half are concurrently studying Carnatic 
music or other art forms. Though most students do not presently consider Bharatanatyam 
their full-time focus, at least 70 percent plan to eventually make a career of and/or teach the 
form. All major styles of Bharatanatyam were represented, where “style” refers to a school 
of practice within Bharatanatyam, loosely differentiating the customs and aesthetics that 
originated from different hereditary lineages.
 Extensive diversity was observed overall. Only seven of fifty nondemographic questions 
revealed a strong majority opinion (75 percent agreement or greater) among teachers. Varia-
tion existed in all four categories, reinforcing that the dance is far more diverse than is often 
proclaimed. Stylistically, the data indicate tremendous divergence in only a few generations. 
Over 75 percent of teachers interviewed studied under more than one guru, often training 
in more than one style of Bharatanatyam. As a result, while there were previously only six 
or seven major styles practiced, now one in three schools teach an unnamed style, a newly 
invented personal style, a blend of existing styles, or an amalgamation of Bharatanatyam 
with other dance forms. In fact, the term “style” has little meaning anymore. Many students 
are unaware of the style they are learning; teachers of the same style have diverse aesthetics 
and practices; and the nomenclature is becoming confounded (practitioners of the Kalak-
shetra and Tanjavur styles call their style Pandanallur, believing the latter to be an umbrella 
term, while practitioners of the Pandanallur style itself disagree and differentiate their style 
from these others). Given time, stylistic branching will ultimately create new dance forms 
altogether, with “divergent notions of their pasts and futures and . . . discrete sets of aesthetic 
standards and choreographic conventions” (O’Shea 1998, 57). Already, many of the dancers 
who have created new hybrids feel compelled to rename their dance, tired of being maligned 
for failing to register on a nebulous barometer of “tradition” within Bharatanatyam.
 With respect to body positioning—the heart of a precise, classical dance form—what 
is axiom to one is aberration to another. In even the basic araimandi posture (a demi-plié 
stance with the arms extended out to the sides), teachers and students alike disagree on:\ the 
proper distance between the heels (ranging from 0"–3+"), angle between the knees (90°–180°), 
arm placement (below to above shoulder-level, straight to bent elbow), and palm orienta-
tion (flexed out at a right angle with the arm to facing down, even with the arm). Opinions 
on usage of hip movements also cover the spectrum, from “The hips should never move. 
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[Sage] Bharata has said we should not do movements that would embarrass,” to “Curve = 
Art, Straight lines = Science. Natyasastra [a lexicon on drama compiled two millennia ago] 
is our root, and that mentions [use of the hips].” A salient feature of both comments is the 
invocation of ancient times to lend credence to opinion. Moreover, Sage Bharata being the 
assumed (or at least an) author of the Natyasastra, the same moment in history has been 
summoned to justify diametrically opposed views on curves!
 The area exhibiting the greatest consistency was knowledge, but unfortunately it was in 
a lack thereof that dancers converged. Beyond a general unawareness of formative episodes 
and texts, there was disregard for ideological context, both surrounding Bharatanatyam and 
surrounding the dancers themselves. Teachers readily affirm contributions to Bharatanatyam 
by south Indian pioneers Rukmini Arundale and the Tanjavur Quartet but overlook indirect 
contributions made by lateral pioneers like Bengali artist Uday Shankar, who created an 
internationally recognized “modern Indian dance” when Arundale and Balasaraswati were 
defining their art (Erdman 1997). Perhaps even more critically, Russian ballerina Anna Pav-
lova guided the focus of Shankar and Arundale toward India, while creating a niche abroad 
for Indian dance through her Orientalist dances (O’Shea 2007), and yet her contributions 
to Bharatanatyam were also largely rejected. Students, too, are ill-informed about Bhara-
tanatyam’s context. Having studied the Natyasastra and memorized its categorizations, they 
fail to recognize its chief focus to be drama (within which dance was peripheral). Finally, 
the data reveal that dancers not only limit the scope of Bharatanatyam to south India but 
are also limiting themselves within the form. Fully 50 percent of the teachers interviewed 
say they are not inspired by any texts whatsoever. They gain inspiration solely from dance 
performances, music/lyrics, or other such “practical things,” avowing that “books cannot 
inspire you for a performing art.”
 Not only are practitioners uninformed about history, they are often incognizant of the 
ramifications of their own opinions. The greatest difficulty posed by the surveys stemmed 
from ten questions that directly asked dancers to define their own concept of “tradition.” 
Some dancers asked what time period was being referred to, while others altogether resisted 
specification or categorization. Yet when pressed to dissect their thought process during a 
specific performance, specific ideas often emerged. The same questions were answered based 
on the aspects believed to be oldest, most recent or relevant, most preferred, and closest to 
the style or historical source with which the respondent aligned. Yet in the end, analyses 
revealed that teachers and students were either noncommittal or all-encompassing in their 
responses, considering, for example, both group and solo dance; both cotton and silk costum-
ing; both margam (repertoire) and dance-drama format; and both improvisation and preset 
choreography to be traditional. The single exception was religion—the strongest cultural 
signifier that distinguishes Bharatanatyam from other world forms. Over half of teachers 
and students alike believe that Hindu themes are more traditional than secular ones.
 Harvard professor of Romance languages and literature Francesco Erspamer recently 
remarked: “There is a tendency to sanctify tradition because we can find no reason to pre-
serve it” (qtd. in Gewertz 2006). One explanation for dancers’ disregard of context is they 
fear that recognition of contemporary, globalized context will render “tradition” obsolete and 
reveal the “ancient” to actually be “outdated.” Delving deeper, with over 50 percent associat-
ing tradition with Hinduism, this fear engenders a conviction that contemporary context 
will actually render the core Indian/Hindu culture, and therefore Bharatanatyam, obsolete. 
Thusly, globalization becomes the enemy of tradition.
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The Veneration Problem

To delve past anecdotal declaration into actual practice, Total Survey Design principles proved 
useful. Internal validation questions revealed inconsistencies in response, shedding light on 
the profound influence of phrasing among the population studied. Detailed questions were 
much more capable of measuring actual practice than were broad questions about values, 
suggesting that voiced ideologies may capture abstract philosophy but do not always reflect 
concrete practice. For example, teachers who find it inappropriate to change anything their 
guru taught them nevertheless admit to “enriching,” “re-creating,” or “compiling” movements 
(and always “within the framework”) when asked about specific choreography and move-
ments. Similarly, compared with broad notions about tradition, specific descriptions of staged 
dance-dramas were better able to reveal actual practice. Teachers who do not consider folk 
dance to be traditional nevertheless used folk movements and/or music in about 20 percent of 
their dance-dramas. Those who believe only Hindu themes to be traditional included themes 
that were secular or based on other religions in up to 30 percent of their dance-dramas. And 
among those who believe the Natyasastra to be traditional, 1 in 5 said the hips should never 
move (though the Natyasastra details five categories of hip movement); almost 2 in 5 actu-
ally employ the asamyuta (single-handed) mudra vocabulary from the Abhinaya Darpana (a 
dictionary on the art of expression that directly relates to dance); and fewer than 2 percent 
would actually abide by the Natyasastra if it conflicted with their guru’s teachings. Discon-
nects were particularly prevalent when sensitive topics arose. Among teachers who believe 
bhakti (devotion) and not sringara (conjugal love) to be traditional, 40 percent nevertheless 
said there is a place for sexuality in Bharatanatyam. Inversely, 42 percent of those who be-
lieve sringara to be traditional do not think there is a place for sexuality in Bharatanatyam. 
Here, the Sanskrit term sringara unmistakably elicits a different response than the English 
word “sexuality.” Such inconsistencies clarify the utility of a systematic, scientific approach 
to understanding complexity and nuance within dance culture.
 One of the most significant examples of the divide between ideology and practice is the 
fact that, on the whole, students are more conservative than their teachers. Compared to 
60 percent of teachers, only 36 percent of students feel it is acceptable to change inherited 
elements, even though 90 percent claim they are comfortable questioning their guru. When 
asked how they would proceed if their guru’s teachings conflicted with the Natyasastra, 
65 percent would follow their guru (compared to 36 percent of teachers), 9 percent would 
follow the Natyasastra (compared with 5 percent of teachers), and only 3 percent would 
use their own judgment (compared to 29 percent of teachers). And when asked if there is 
place for sexuality in Bharatanatyam, over 70 percent of students responded no outright 
(whereas over 50 percent of teachers said yes, usually with a caveat that it not be “vulgar”). In 
summary, the inconsistencies between responses to broad versus specific questions, coupled 
with the contrast between the teachers’ and students’ responses, suggest that spoken ideals, 
particularly surrounding tradition, are often poor reflections of the dance actually taking 
shape around India. Accordingly, the casual interviews that comprise much of current 
discourse can be poor sources of information if survey design principles are not considered 
when crafting questions.
 The inconsistencies and generational differences may also reflect the accelerated evolution 
of Bharatanatyam over the past few generations, to which dancers are still adjusting. Since 
the last rebirth in the early to mid-twentieth century, there has been a major divergence in 
the margam—a structural progression of dances prescribed by the Tanjavur Quartet. In the 
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original formulation, a balance was struck between dances comprised of abstract movement, 
or nritta (Alarippu, Jatiswaram, Tillana), those focusing on emotive narration, or abhinaya 
(Padam, Slokam), and those combining the two aspects (Sabdam, Varnam) (Sivanandam 2003 
and Guhan 1991). In the contemporary formulation, based on the author’s observation of 
main-stage performances during and outside of the 2006–2007 Chennai Dance and Music 
Season, there has been a shift away from nrtta. Pushpanjali (or generally any invocatory piece) 
has taken the place of Jatiswaram and Sabdam in virtually all performances, and Alarippu is 
highly endangered too. Extrapolating to the future, based on current frequency of appearance 
in a margam performance, Tillana and Slokam may also fade away. Thus, although dancers 
claim when surveyed that both nritta and abhinaya are equally important, at least in India 
Bharatanatyam may move further and further away from dance and more toward theater. 
Perhaps because abhinaya is considered by many to be more advanced, requiring maturity, 
it is naturally the choice to be showcased. But another plausible explanation is that older 
dancers still performing are limited by their bodies to slower, narrative dances. And because 
elders are unquestioningly venerated in India, their practices dominate what gets propagated 
to future generations. The effect is doubly potent given the theatrical focus of the even older 
and venerated Natyasastra.
 Though the changing cultural context around Bharatanatyam catalyzed revolution within 
the form a few generations ago, now it is halting change as teachers and particularly stu-
dents formulate their dance vocabularies on a filtered set. At an average age of forty-three, 
the teachers interviewed inherited an already formalized structure and prospered in newly 
independent India. Those who learned from descendents of the Tanjavur Quartet and other 
hereditary “masters” explain how their gurus encouraged creativity, were open to revealing 
their choreographic process, and often tailored dances to students’ body types and strengths. 
Yet these same teachers are responding differently to globalization. “Outside” influences are 
coded as threats to Bharatanatyam’s integrity and to their livelihoods. In response to fear, 
conservatism is emerging as a more comfortable option than adaptation, and classrooms 
are stagnating as a result. Fewer than half of the teachers interviewed impart choreographic 
process; one-third do not believe in altering what they have learned; and collaboration is 
rare due to scarcity of resources and fear of judgment. However, the shifts are not entirely 
unidirectional. Today’s teachers also encourage a friendlier classroom atmosphere than they 
knew. They permit students to perform prior to a debut arangetram to encourage interest. 
They read sastras and current writings and teach a broad array of subjects, including theory 
(though the definition of “theory” differs from one teacher to another). And they encourage 
warming up to prevent injuries due to repetitive stamping on India’s concrete floors. Thus, in 
both helpful and harmful ways, reactions to a new global context are modifying the practice 
of Bharatanatyam.

Knowledge in Place of Veneration

To determine if the extensive variation in practice can be explained (and thus predicted) by 
demographics or other measured factors, regression analyses were generated. What emerged 
was that variation in execution and values regarding “tradition” could not be predicted at all. 
In other words, some of the most stringently held tenets are neither taught, received, nor 
practiced with any measurable conformity. They are as random as any living, moving art 
form would be. Among the variation that could be explained (in knowledge and pedagogy), 
characteristics that most differentiated teachers’ responses were locale (city of residence); 
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openness to altering inherited elements; and knowledge of native texts, figures, and cur-
rent writings.
 Knowledge in one arena often correlated with knowledge in others. The most informed 
teachers have trained in other dance forms, involve themselves in Bharatanatyam full-time, 
and are open to altering what they inherited. Knowledge of cultural influences on Bhara-
tanatyam was strongly tied to locale. Compared to 18 percent in Bangalore and 7 percent 
in Delhi, fully 42 percent of teachers in Chennai (closest to where the precursors of Bhara-
tanatyam are believed to have originated) deny any influence from non–south Indian cultures, 
ignoring the lyrical content and musical formats that have permeated from northern India. 
When asked about influences from Europe and/or America, the denial was even stronger: 
71 percent in Bangalore and 64 percent in Chennai reject “western” influence, compared to 
30 percent of teachers in cosmopolitan Delhi. These teachers forget that Devadasi women 
danced to English marching band songs (Soneji 2006) or that Bharatanatyam’s formalized 
staging was inspired by European aesthetic (O’Shea 1998).
 Debunking the notion that theory and practice are distinct, the data reveal that such dif-
ferences in knowledge actually translate into differences in pedagogy. Teachers familiar with 
the Natyasastra and with current writings are more flexible in their instruction—they tailor 
dance differently for males and females and are not afraid to alter inherited choreography 
and/or movements. They are also more likely to teach theory. On the other hand, teachers 
who received instruction from their guru(s) on how to teach tend to be more restrictive—less 
likely to alter choreography and/or movements, more likely to prescribe a specific number of 
years of practice before allowing an arangetram (usually 5–6 years), and more likely to reduce 
abhinaya down to specific movements for specific emotions.
 Knowledge of Bharatanatyam’s historical context is not only related to pedagogy; it is 
also a significant indicator of the value systems that drive Bharatanatyam rhetoric. Among 
various univariate relationships tested, one of the strongest associations was between knowl-
edge and conservatism. Knowledge was measured by a composite scale based on eleven basic 
questions about Bharatanatyam’s formative history and texts; points were assigned for correct 
responses or increasing level of familiarity. Conservatism was gauged by a composite scale 
constructed from responses to eight value questions, with points assigned to answers indicat-
ing a preference for restriction or lack of change. Regression confirmed that innovation (lack 
of conservatism) is significantly more likely to characterize teachers who are knowledgeable 
about history, theory, and current events compared to those who are not (see Figure 1). The 
steep negative slope of the best-fit regression lines indicates that, on average, an increase in 
knowledge translates to a decrease in conservatism. In other words, the less teachers know, the 
more conservative they tend to be. And this association persists regardless of locale, gender, 
age, and performance status. In fact, the strongest connection existed among teachers who 
are at the center of Bharatanatyam in India, with the least to prove—that is, older, female 
teachers from Chennai who are no longer performing.

The Value of Metrics

The use of unconventional, hybrid research methodology yielded insight into Bharatanatyam 
that has not been gained from countless conferences convened to address difficulties when 
a regional dance globalizes. A consistent metric allowed for the emergence of a complex 
understanding of Bharatanatyam—one that is based on its actual footprint. And ultimately 
it was a study of the periphery that gave insight into the core.
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 However, in the words of Albert Einstein, “As far as the laws of mathematics refer to reality, 
they are not certain, and as far as they are certain, they do not refer to reality” (Capra 1975). 
All methodologies have advantages and limitations. In this case, the use of a discrete method 
may have collapsed a spectrum of opinion into the pre-specified categories of measurement. 
But if diversity exists in even a collapsed spectrum, then the actual extent of diversity would 
only be greater, reinforcing the thesis of this paper. Another difficulty was the lack of complete 
control over the environment in which surveys were administered, and nonuniformity could 
have affected the responses. Some teachers dedicated more time to the surveys, while others 
rushed between rehearsals or classes and did not take time to elaborate on responses. Fur-
thermore, while the self-administration of surveys by students was supervised, the tendency 
for collaboration was rampant and uncontrollable. But again, collaboration would only result 
in less variation, suggesting that the variation observed may in fact be an underestimate of 
the true extent of diversity.
 Notwithstanding these shortcomings, the survey methods held much strength. The use of 
random sampling to select subjects eliminated selection bias and allowed for extrapolation of 
the results across India. Systematic data collection ensured comparability from one teacher 
to another, and from teacher to student. Internal validation questions coupled with external 
validation by personal observation captured complexity and nuance in the Indian dance scene 

Figure 1. Linear Regression of Conservatism versus Knowledge. 
Each dot signifies a teacher’s set of scores on the conservatism and knowledge composite scales. The 
regression lines represent the best fit for the observed data (overall and among each of the demographic 
subgroups). Shading signifies the number of demographic groups represented (for example, a black dot rep-
resents a teacher in all four categories—a female, in Chennai, over sixty years old, and no longer performing).
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and helped ensure that the real practice of Bharatanatyam was being measured. And finally, 
an unexpected benefit was that the actual process of taking the surveys provided insight. In 
the course of answering questions that analytically framed Bharatanatyam, teachers expressed 
that they came to think more critically about their own execution and class conduct.

Evolve or Dissolve

Just as humans struggle to forge identity, art too seeks to define itself vertically (in relation to 
what came before) and laterally (as it pushes against sister art forms). Fueled by globalization 
and economic hardship, dancers’ desires to distinguish themselves have ultimately defined 
an immensely diverse and complex artistic lineage.
 The access gained to sixty-four schools around the country allowed unprecedented study 
of a cross-section of contemporary Bharatanatyam practice. What emerged was a revelation 
of complex genetics and the environmental forces modifying it. Data from this study strongly 
confirm that Bharatanatyam is not monolithic. The form does not have a consistent core or 
singular tradition—it is largely a conglomeration of individual inputs, misplaced veneration, 
and historical contingencies. Coomaraswamy warned: “The vitality of a tradition persists 
only so long as it is fed by intensity of imagination” (Coomaraswamy 1924). Among danc-
ers who are uninformed, fear of societal judgment and the weight of two thousand years of 
“tradition” leads them to be conservative and hesitant to innovate. On the other hand, those 
familiar with the transformation brought about by British colonization are better equipped 
to deal with the present globalization. These dancers know more about their world outside 
of Bharatanatyam and outside of India, and are more likely to create and adapt. The result-
ing dance, from an evolutionary standpoint, may better compete with modern rivals like 
television and Bollywood.
 Issues arising from the expansion of a regional form will only escalate as India con-
tinues to compete in world markets. Already there are over twenty-five million Indians in 
the diaspora living in more than one hundred countries (Khanna 2008). In just a few more 
generations, it is likely that the diversity of niches in which Bharatanatyam is practiced will 
exponentially increase. A visual representation of the present globalization of the form can 
be seen in Figure 2, which maps performances staged by schools from 2002 to 2007, by city. 
Though Chennai is viewed as the modern epicenter for authentic practice, in neither number 
nor in spread of performances is Chennai setting standards. A similar pattern emerges on 
the world map, with Bangalore leading in the average number of performances per school 
and Delhi surpassing Chennai in the span of performances.
 Large cultural trends have and will continue to permeate Bharatanatyam whether danc-
ers choose to respond to contemporary conditions or hide their practices behind “ancient” 
rhetoric. If romantic notions of tradition continue to be indulged by emphasizing an unal-
tered, south Indian, Hindu continuity, then Bharatanatyam will face increasing irrelevancy, 
and possibly even extinction. For it to continue to survive as it travels to new generations 
and geographies, Bharatanatyam must be freed to evolve, propelled forward by imagination 
borne of information.
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