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While Indian narrative art is replete with depictions of scenes which emulate movements
revealing great affinity with dance or suggesting movements well related to dance, the
literary tradition is replete with beautiful and suggestively erotic descriptions of dancers,
which in turn explains the significance and the supremacy of dance as an art from. As the
tradition goes if is performed on all important occasions and embraces all the themes and
attitudes of life. The Nrttaratanavali states : It is not Siva alone but all the three principal
deities, the trinity, that takes delight in dance. The wonderful sweet ocular appeal of dance is
so inviting that Siva, Krsna and Brahma practice dance with their respective consorts. Even
the Matrkas dance, who are called Natyamatarah. The worship of the Matrkas by Carudatta
in the early drama Mrchchhakatikam in this light gains special significance. The NatyaSastra
reference to the uddhata prayoga by Siva and the sukumara prayoga by Parvati, and Brahma
creating apsarases for the enactment performance of Kasikt vrtti, on the request of sage
Bharata are points in the line. The reference to the Natasutras of Silalin and Krsasava by
Panini and the profound knowledge in music and dance, sangita by kings and princes like
Udayan and Naravahandatta, contemporaries of Buddha, Naravahandatta playing vina to
accompany his consort who was a skilled dancer, not only amply speak of the antiquity of
this art and the great fervour and reverence for it but also accounts for the identification of the
great art with great names in history and the greatest celestial artists as its exponents. On the
worldly plane the glory of dance lies in the fact that it is not just an exposition of a great art
practised and performed by the divine, but that its practice and performance help the dancer
and the audience to achieve the four purusarthas : dharma, artha, kama and moksa. It is the
dancer hence forth referred to as the nartaki, who is the subject of our attention and
consideration.

There are both direct and indirect references to the art, persona and attributes (kala, rupa
and guna) of the nartaki. The Nrttaratnavali, Abhinaya Darpana, Ubhayasarika,
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Sangitaratnakar, Sangitasamayasara, Sangita Cintamani, Rasa Kaumudi, Sangitaraja,
Sangitamalika, Sahasarasa, Mrgavati, Sangita Makaranda and many others have given
detailed accounts of the distinctive attributes of a nartaki. The poets have sung of her beauty
at length while the sculptors and painters have delighted in capturing her physical ecstasy.
Whatever the medium the effort has always been to capture her beauty of form, her graceful
gait, her soft and delicate limbs, her moon like face with wide open eyes, her skill and
dexterity in the art coupled with a deep understanding of the Sastra-thereby making 'spiritual
realization concrete and mundane experiences religious”

The nartaki is amorous and seductive, beautiful and greaceful, intelligent yet passionate,
erotic yet chaste, talented, religious, devoted, spiritual, secular, modest and glamorous.
Educated in the sixty-four kalas (which included the arts of music and dance), she is bold and
candial. She is Mugdha, Madhya, Praudha, Svakiya, Parakiya, Samanya, Padmini, Citrini,
Sankhini, Hastint etc’. She is celebrated in the history of Indian dance as an apasaras,
courtesan, devadasi, raja disi, alankara-dasi, nagara-badhu, sumangali, nitya-sumangali,
ganika the urvasi sampradaya patra, paturiya, gondali, murali, maharT, naikin, lolohi,
domini, hurokeni, hentsini, bai, ra1, moi, pari, kancani, caudharain, tawaif, raksa, deredara,
nautch-wali and finally in the reincarnated form as the nayika, begum, devi. Her world was
unique. Unique in the sense that it was a world enveloped in beauty with beautiful attributes.
The place of her practice and performance was variously known as the Indra-sabha, ranga-
§ala, ranga-bhiimi, ranga-mandapa, natya-mandapa, sabha, kotha, mehfil and the parikhana.

The refined mannerism, and education of the nartaki provided her with a special dignity
and place in the society. She was intellectual companion to the male elites many of whom
were rajas, nawabs, or people holding high positions. The nartakis were witty, intelligentand
to be associated with them was considered to be a symbol of status, wealth, sophistication
and culture. Many of the nawabs would send their sons to the kothas of baijis to learn
mannerisms and etiquettes from them. In return they were given gifts in the shape of land,
money and valuables. Many of the nartakis were extra-ordinarily rich. The nartakis were
considered to be auspicious and were present on all important functions of the state or the
family”.

Many of the dancing and singing girls went on to become mistresses of their patrons.
Their attributes and charm are now a part of recorded history in terms of sculptures, paintings,
poems and stories. The Gurjari Mahal still reverberates with the love strains of the Gurjari
queen Mriganayani and Raja Mansigh Tomar, the love story of Baz Bahadur and Rani
Riipmati even today continues to sparkle with a glitter and vibrates with and intensity that
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refuses to blur in the mist of time, the Anand Mahal again continues to stand as a silent tribute
of Rambha, the talented mistress of Ibrahim Adil Shah; the Amtar Palace even today stands as
a mute testimony to the love of Sansar Chand for his dancing girl Jamalo. In literature and
poetry, the writers and poets are suffused with a passion for the physical charm and the art of
the nartaki only to get even a glimpse of the unearthly. A detailed or sometimes even a
suggestive analysis of the nartaki-her appearance, apparel, moods, passions and small
movements have provided the inspiration and have been the cause of innumerable lives and
colours 1n painting and poetry, so much so that by the medieval period the literature is
inundated with vivid and passionate descriptions of soraha-$rgara/Sodasa-Srngara, dvadasa
abharana, bara-masa, rtu-cakra, all themes of dance, thereby unlocking the door and giving
vent to many secrets of the love and joy. Whether it was the writer of the U$a siikla, or the
Bhagavata Purana or Kilidasa, Jayadeva, Bihari, Baksha, Kutuban, Sri Kantha, Jayasi or
Kesava Dasa, they all seem to have used their nayikas as a medium to attain the unattainable.
They are all drenched in the colours of adoration of the physical beauty of their patra, who
leads them to the attainment of the Absolute Beauty which is God. The journey from the
physical to the metaphysical, from the earthly and the mundane to the unworldly and the
divine is made easy and enjoyable in the arms of the beloved nayika. The union is the union of
the souls. It was thus that the poet Jai Deva gave to the world the immortal Astapadi-the Gita
Govinda. It is believed that the inspiration for conceiving and writing the great epic was his
wile Padmavati, who was a maharTin the temple of Lord Jagannatha.

Ancient Indian art had a dual purpose-while on the one hand it was used for the nobler
purposes of life, on the other it was used as a foil to provide entertainment/enjoyment to the
masses (figs. 1-2). Dance was a popular adjunct to a yajia performance and thus women
singers and dancers were an important part of both the entertainment as well as the ritual or
spititual world’. The beautiful and well groomed nartaki was thus naturally exposed to the
evils and hazards of society. Though she had learnt and practiced the arts of music and dance
as sadhana, she was devoted or attached te some patron, organization, temple or néatyasala.
These in turn had their conditions and demands, many a times selfish and unnatural. Many
stories and incidents record the darker and dimmer side of the institution of the narraki. An
institution set-up for the service of the divine-the Devadast in attendance of the Lord finds
inself ending in nautch and the nautch girl during the period of the British rule in India’.

History has recorded many stories about the adventures and misadventures of a nartaki.
According to Abul Fazal on hearing about the beauty and charm of Riipamati and her
passionate affair with Baz Bahadur, Akbar desired to have her at any cost and invaded
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Malwa. Baz Bahadur fled to Khandesh. Rupamati ended her life by consuming poison. The
beautiful dancing girl Anarkali was entombed alive when Akbar came (o know of the love
between Prince Salim, his son and Anarkali. As reported by Manucci, Rana Dil, a dancing
girl of humble birth but extremely charming and beautiful captivated the heart of Dara
Shikoh. She remained faithful till the end. After the death of Dara Shikoh, Aurangzeb wanted
to take Rana Dil as his wife with all the honours and privileges given to a wife but Rana Dil
turned down all offers. She even cut off her long hair and slashed her face, collected the blood
in a piece of cloth and sent it to Aurangzeb with a message that what attracted him to her was
destroyed. Lal Kunwar, the singing empress, the most glamorous and notorious dancing girl
captivated the heart of Jahandar Shah, grandson of Aurangzeb. Conferred with the little of
Imtiaz Mahal (the chosen one of the palace), shw was provided with the royal insignia and an
allowance of one crore rupees. Nur Bai had a direct access to the court of Mohammad Shah
Rangila. She rode on an clephant escorted by liveried soldiers and attracted huge crowds
even to geta glimpse of her. Exceedingly beautiful she conducted her mehfils in aroyal style.
During his occupation of Delhi, Nadir Shah was greatly impressed by her performance and
wanted to send her to Persia which she smartly refused. Ad Begum was the most unusual
dancing girl, who delighted in dancing nude without being discovered by the onlookers.
Mastani the jewel of Chhatra Sal, created history by committing Sati after the death of her
lover Baji Rao Peshwa. Kaunam from Lucknow, with her beauty and elegance was the chief
attraction of the nautch parties organised by Sahibs. Alfina from Delhi was know as the
Catalani of the East. It is believed that she divested some of the gallant nawabs of Delhi of
half of their fortune. Nicki from Calcutta was the prima-donna of the east and the list can go
on’. Many of the nartakis were used variously as spies, for forging political alliances. It was
only some, a class, who practised dance not as an art but as a subterfuge to promote their
vocation of prostitution’.

History has the uncanny power of showing the mirror to the society. The reflections in the
mirror reveal some patches smeared and stained with greed and lust. The very society which
had given birth to the noble institution/profession of a nartaki defeated its objective by
deviating from the principles on which it was built. The culturally rich Indian fabric of the art
of dance and the institution of the nartaki fell to pieces. Then followed the renaissance.
“fforts were made for revival. The arts were resurrected, yet the noble purpose was perhaps
left behind. Today the look is néw. The nartaki is much more glamorous, richer, smarter in
her dress, appearance, ensemble, presentation, commercially more viable yet the basic
question looms large. Where is the element of spirituality for which Indian art is so well
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known. [s India loosing the richness of its cultural heritage in the name of growth and
development ? Globalization at what cost ? Our nartakis adapted themselves and their art in
the process of evolution as revealed in many surveys and studies, yet they seldom
compromised with the inherent ethos of the art. Art can never be any industry for it will loose
the human touch. The glory of a glorious Indian tradition, even today remains a beautiful lie.
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1. Nartaki in delightful Dance, Parshvanatha temple, Khajuraho,
10th century C.E. (Photo courtesy, Prof. M. N. P. Tiwari)
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2. Nartaki in delightful Dance, Adinatha temple, Khajuraho, 11th centry C.E.
(Photo courtesy, Atma Prakash Singh)
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